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BEAUFORT

PROLOGUE

What He Cant Do Any More

Yonatan can't see us growing ugly any more. 'We'll never be as
handsome as we are today,' he'd say, and I'd ask if that was meant
to make us feel better, because it didn't.

What? Are you completely out of it? How could you not know
this game? There's no way you don't know it. It's called 'What he
can't do any more' and it's what everyone plays when a friend is
killed. You toss his name into the air and whoever's there at the
time has to come up with something he can't do any more.
Sometimes it goes on for hours. On the playing field, in the middle
of a penalty kick. Or late at night, for no good reason, you wake
everyone up about half a minute after they've dropped off to sleep.
Or you're at home, working on your girlfriend, not thinking about
us at all, and the last thing in the world you want is to play the
game, well BAM! the phone rings and it's us on the line. 'Yonatan
can't. . .' we say, and you have to – everyone has to – reel off some
association, that's the rule, and you can't repeat what's already been
said. Here's what I'm talking about:

Yonatan can't take his little brother to the cinema any more.
Yonatan can't watch Hapoel bring home the cup any more. Yonatan
can't listen to Zion Golan's latest CD any more. He can't see Tom
with the ugliest slut in Nahariya any more, and after he laughed
at all of us, that little Mongoloid. He'll never know how fucking
bad it is when you can't get it up. He'll never know how great it
is when your mother's proud of you for getting accepted by a college.
Even a community college. He won't be at his grandfather's funeral,
he won't know if his sister gets married, he won't take a piss with
us from the highest peak in South America, he won't ski in
Chacaltaya, he won't screw the hottest Peruvian chick in Casa
Fistuk.

Yonatan can't know any more the feeling of renting a flat with
his girlfriend. Yonatan can't know any more what it is to go shopping
with her to Castro's and come out with the entire new winter
collection, or to head out to the Roladin Bakery in the middle of
the night, when it's raining, because all of a sudden she wants a
doughnut, and anyway you're a jerk, you never knew how to say
no to her. And here I am thinking how lucky I am that I've already
had the chance once to run out for doughnuts in the rain.

He'll never cheat on her. He'll never know what it's like to fuck
the living daylights out of the sexiest girl in the country, some
whore from Haifa who lures you into a one night stand, before
you understand, too late, that it wasn't worth it, and the love of
your life has left you. He'll never know how much that hurts. And
he'll never know what it's like to sit on the grass with a child that's
his very own, telling him stories about how we were larger than
life in those ambushes in Lebanon. How we pulled off some magnificent
stuff up there. He'll never tell him. There are so many things
Yonatan can't do any more.

Yonatan won't know what song they played at his grave when
he died: Shir Hamaalot, a psalm done Middle Eastern-style. It
became his song. Everyone killed has a song played at his funeral,
that stays with his friends for ever. For months you listen and never
get sick of it.

Yonatan will never know how River the medic cried over his
body, how he couldn't calm down, how he fell apart, to pieces.
Wailed like a baby. Yonatan'll never know how Furman and I spent
a whole day in the trenches and down the slopes looking for his
missing head. When the missile hit the guard post his head blew
off and rolled down to the Litani River. We didn't want to believe
that it had rolled all the way down, to the river, but that's exactly
what happened, and in the end we gave up. Nothing we could do
about it. I leaned over in that heavy smoke and grabbed his body
with both hands, a body with no head. He'll never know. How the
fire kept on burning all around us and we kept shooting and shooting
and shooting in every possible direction, as though that would
make us feel better. How shattered everyone was. The day before,
we'd danced the waltz in our freezing dugout. We lit candles, we
were happy. And then it ended. He'll never ever know.

Yonatan can't sniff that sweet sweat mixed with the faint smell
of shampoo during a long night of wild sex and cuddling, like
during the week we all had when we left Lebanon, when everything
ended. Yonatan will never even know that we left Lebanon.
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A lot of people have lost a lot of people since we lost Yonatan.
We've lost others since then too, because another war broke out
and everything became more savage. And indifferent, too. And
who's got enough time on his hands to deal with what happened
back then? When that new war broke out we lost Barnoy. Then
another eleven guys. Then, when the dead reached 920 and it looked
like it was all over, we lost Koka's brother, who'd followed in his
footsteps and enlisted with us. We've made love a thousand times
since then, it's not like we haven't, and we've laughed a thousand
times. We moved on to other places, we escaped and came back,
we remembered. But quietly. We've all imagined how we'll return
to the fortress, to our mountain. There'll be a hotel there, maybe.
Or a place for lovers to sit. Or maybe it will be deserted. There'll
be peace. And I will lead her along the paths, we'll walk hand in
hand. 'Here, baby, this is exactly where it happened.' And, stone
by stone, I'll show her. She might even ask if that's the whole story.
'How can that be the whole story? What made you cry so much,
it's so beautiful and peaceful here, so green, and quiet. This is the
place where you broke down?'

Try to imagine what it's like when they stick you high up on a
mountain cliff, higher up than the roof of the Azrieli Building.
How could you not have a breathtaking view? You see wide expanses
of green countryside chequered with patches of brown and red,
snowy mountains, frothing rivers, narrow, winding, deserted
European-style roads. And there's the sweetest wind. Zitlawi used
to say that air like this should be bottled and sold to rich people
on the north side of Tel Aviv. Christ, what quality. It's so fucking
pastoral you could cut the calm with a knife. Our sunsets, too,
they're the most beautiful on the planet, and the sunrises are even
more beautiful, glimmering serenity from the roof of the world.
Bring a girl or two here when the sky is orange and you've got it
made. And dawn, an amazing cocktail of deep blue and turquoise
and wine red and thin strips of pink, like an oil painting. And the
deep wadi that twists away from the big rock we're sitting on. Try
to explain how this could be the place where you broke down.

But from that night I remember the lights of Kiryat Shmona
on the Israeli side of the border receding on the horizon, and each
man's heart beating – I swear it, I can hear them – as we make
our way up to the top that very first time. It's getting colder by
the minute. There's not a living soul around except for us, barely
a village in our zone. The convoy crawls along, gets swallowed up
in a thick fog, we can't see more than a hundred yards ahead. Tanks
are spread out along the road to provide cover for us. From a slit
near the roof of the Safari I try to work out how far along we've
come, silently poring over the map which outlines danger spots
and racing through an abbreviated battle history, whispering because
no talking is allowed. Where will the evil erupt from? I have the
urge to shout to the commanding officer that we've gone too far,
but I bite my lip and remain silent. From this moment on nobody
can tell me any more 'You haven't got a clue what Lebanon is,
wait'll you get there.' I'm here, finally, that's what's important. A
long line, heavy traffic: a supply Safari, a personnel Safari, a fuel
Safari, behind these an ordance truck with a big crane, an Abir
truck carrying a doctor and a medic, another personnel Safari, the
commander's Hummer, the lieutenant's Hummer, and an electronic
equipment Hummer. Oshri asks if I've brought my lucky underwear
with me. I gesture to him that I'm wearing them. After all,
our good fortune depends on my lucky underwear. They're on, even
if that means thirty-two days without washing them.

And I remember how the gate of the outpost opens to let us
in, how our Safari comes to a halt inside a cloud of dust. Everyone
grabs hold of whatever's lying around – bags, equipment, your own
or someone else's – and runs like hell inside. The commanders
curse under their breath – 'Out of the vehicles, run, get a move
on!' – and people go down, people come up, you're not allowed to
stand still, you have to go for shelter. As the parking area fills up
with dozens of soldiers, the enemy fires salvoes of mortar shells.

And I can't see anything, don't recognize anyone around me, I grab
hold of the shirt of some soldier I don't know and get pulled along
after him. I'm thrown into a crowded maze, with thick concrete
on all sides, long passageways with no visible end or beginning,
rooms leading to steep dead-end stairways, culs-de-sac, and then
a collection of larger rooms lit up in red, with low ceilings and
stretchers. Thirty seconds later I'm already in one of the bomb
shelters, a long and narrow alcove, a kind of underground cavern
with concave walls covered in rusting metal and cramped threetiered
bunk beds hanging by heavy iron chains from the ceiling.

WELCOME TO DOWN TOWN someone has carved over the
doorway, and inside the air is stuffy, suffocating, the stench of sweat
overwhelms you again and again, in waves. This pit, called 'the
submarine', is where my entire life will take place from now on. I
consider a quick trip to the toilet. A seasoned sergeant tells me to
follow the blue light to the end of the hall and turn right, but, he
informs me, I'll need a flak jacket [battle vest] and a helmet. I
decide to hold on. What's the matter, is there a war on or something?
I'm not ready to go up in smoke right here and now.

Back then it seemed like it was light years away, but it was just
thirty, forty feet to the three green toilets with a graffitied welcome
– I CAME I SAW I CONQUERED. JULIUS CAESAR – and an official
sign commanding users DO NOT LEAVE PIECES OF SHIT ON THE TOILET SEAT so there was never any chance of forgetting
where you were.

And next morning, with the first sunrise, as the view of Lebanon
spreads out before us like an endless green ocean, Furman, our
commanding officer makes his opening address, which he has
undoubtedly been rehearsing for weeks, maybe months, or maybe
it has been handed down through the generations: 'Welcome. If
there is a heaven, this is what it looks like, and if there is a hell,
this is how it feels. The Beaufort outpost.'

Once, Lila asked me, what exactly was Beaufort? And I realized
how difficult it is to describe. You have to have been there to
understand, and even then that's not enough. Because Beaufort is
a lot of things. Like any military outpost, Beaufort is backgammon,
Turkish coffee and cheese toasts. You play backgammon for cheese
toasts, whoever loses makes them for everyone – killer cheese toasts
with pesto. When things are really boring, you play poker for cigarettes.
Beaufort is living without a single second of privacy, long
weeks with the squad, one bed pushed up against the next, the
ability to pick out the smell from each man's boots in your sleep.
With your eyes closed, and at any given moment, it's being able
to name the guy who farted by the smell alone. This is how true
friendship is measured. Beaufort is lying to your mother on the
phone so she won't worry. You always say, 'Everything's fine, I've
just had a shower and I'm going to bed,' when in fact you haven't
showered for twenty-one days, the water in the tanks has been
used up, and in a minute you're going up for guard duty. And not
just guard duty, but guarding the scariest position there is. When
she asks when you're coming home you answer in code. Mum, you
know the name of the neighbour's dog? I get out of here on the
day that begins with the same letter.' What's most important is to
keep Hezbollah from listening in and working out when to bomb
your convoy. You really want to tell her you love her, that you miss
her, but you can't, because your entire squad is there. If you say
that, you'll give them ammunition for months, they'll tear you apart
with humiliation. And then there's the worst situation of all: in the
middle of a conversation with your mother, the mortar shells start
raining down on the outpost. She hears an explosion and then the
line goes dead. She's over there shaking, certain her boy has been
killed, she waits on the balcony for a visit from the army bereavement
team. You can't stop thinking about her, feeling sorry for her,
but it might be days before the phone line to the command post
back in Israel can be reconnected. Worry. That was why I preferred
not to call at all. I told my mother I'd been transferred to a base
right on the border, near the fence, Lebanon-lite, not deep in at
all – definitely not deep in Lebanon – so that she'd sleep at night.
Gut feeling, you ask? She knew the truth the whole time, even if
she didn't admit it till now.

Beaufort is the South Lebanon Army, the SLA, local Christians,
a mad bunch of Phalangists. Cigarettes in their mouths all day
long. Smelly, wild, funny. They come in every morning at eight
o'clock and we put a guard on them. They build, renovate whatever's
been destroyed by the air raids, do what they're told. They're
not allowed inside the secure area, not even permitted near the
dining room.

Beaufort is guard duty. Sixteen hours a day. How do you stay
sane after thousands of dead hours? We're all fucked up in different
ways, but do me a favour and don't choke it during guard duty.
'Choke it' is our way of saying 'jerk off And some of the boys
choke it; they choke it big time. You won't believe this, but a lot
of people get really turned on by our green jungle atmosphere.
I'm not joking. Nature is romantic, sensual. You would lose control,
too. And it's not only nature that turns us on. The Sayas Network,
at 67 MHz, used for open transmissions between the outposts,
can also give you a hard-on sometimes. It's not an official network
– it got its underground nickname from a radio broadcaster who
specializes in melancholy late night monologues – but everyone
knows about it because everyone, overwhelmed by boredom at
one time or another, tunes the dial to Sayas, the boys' favourite,
where they can talk bullshit all night long and melt at the sound
of the female voices. Because the girls from the command post
are on the other end, back in the war room, hot as fire, no airconditioning,
no boys, no reason not to unbutton their shirts a
little, let off some steam. They sprawl across their chairs – I'd bet
on it – stretching, spreading their legs, dripping hormones, dying
for someone to make them laugh, flirt with them, make a little
date for when they're back in Israel. Why not? Give them what
they really need. Sure, honey, I've got lots of weapons. I got my
short-barrelled M-16 flat top, a real beauty. And my Glock, a
fantastic pistol. And I also have . . . my personal weapon. Measure
it? You want me to? No problem, sure, I'm happy to measure it
for you . . . actually I've forgotten how long it is, apologies, honey.
That's the way you talk, making it up as you go along, turning
yourself on, and they giggle, toying and teasing on that very thin
border, one step over the line, one step back, and you're dying to
believe that maybe, at the end of the night, when all the other
men have dropped out, the girls are left alone, poor things, stuck
with having to satisfy one another. What, you don't think so? A
little touching, great stuff, nobody's ever died of it. But don't get
your hopes up: the sweeter her voice over the airwaves, the more
of a dog she is. I take full responsibility for that statement, I've
been disappointed often enough in my life. A high squeaky voice,
on the other hand, means you might want to invest a little time,
because she's got huge tits. That's a fact, I'm not messing you
around.

Beaufort is going out on seventy-two-hour ambushes with a
huge supply of beef jerky in your knapsack. You can't believe
how much of that stuff you can eat in three days. Beef jerky
with chocolate and beef jerky with strawberry jam. And how
you can talk and talk without saying anything. Pretty soon you
reach the point where you know everything about everyone. Who
did what, when, with who, why, in what position and what he
was thinking about while he was doing it. I can tell you about
their parents, their brothers and sisters, their not-so-close friends,
their darkest perversions. There's a lot of time alone, too, when
you're fed up with all that talking. You think about yourself, your
home. You wonder if your mother is hanging out the washing
right now, or maybe she's watching Dudu Topaz on television.
Lila's probably in the shower. I'm fantasizing. Or maybe she's
cheating on me. Freezing cold – we call it 'cold enough for foxes'
up here, ice cube cold, the nose is frozen and the extremities
numb. The feet have been numb for ages. Fingers, too. That's
Beaufort. You have chillblains all over but your belly is burning
hot, dripping sweat even. At these times everyone starts thinking
about some wanker drinking coffee on Sheinkin Street in Tel
Aviv. And here I fucking am, smelling like diesel oil, sweating
with fear, lying in the middle of nowhere, and nobody's going to
help me if I die. It won't interest the bloke in that cafe on Sheinkin
Street, when I'm blown to pieces a few minutes from now. He'll
keep sipping from his mug, probably at the very moment it
happens he'll tell a joke and everyone will pretend to laugh and
then he'll go home and screw his girlfriend, he won't even turn
on the news, and as far as he is concerned, nothing will have
happened this evening. Because it really doesn't affect him: for
him, it's business as usual. He drives to his desk job at army headquarters
each morning in the car that Daddy bought him, finishes
the army every afternoon at four o'clock, and drinks coffee with
whipped cream all the time. Blond hair, five o'clock shadow, pretty
ugly. Hate him? Of course, it helps sometimes. Hatred is an
excellent antidote to boredom.

Beaufort is Oshri. He rolls over in my direction, lies next to
me, chews my ear off in whispers. Every time. Just before darkness
fades and we're almost done with an ambush, he has an attack.
'Tell me, Erez, please, man: how did I wind up here?' he asks.
'What am I doing here dressed up like a bush? Why do I paint
my face? What am I, a child? Am I in Crusader fortress, you
fucking bastard? What is this, are we living in the Bible? Am I
some sort of retard, pissing in bottles? What am I doing here in
sub-zero temperatures, in the snow, waiting to knock off an Arab
who decides to climb out of bed at three o'clock in the morning?
Does this make sense to you? And then going back to that stinking
rat hole I sleep in at the outpost? Does that seem logical? Tell
me, have you seen where I sleep? It isn't good for me here, really
not good. Grown-ups shouldn't have to live like this, wallowing
in black mud mixed with snow each night. It's a fucking nightmare.
Too much of a nightmare for me. Open your eyes. People
have been dying on this mountain for a thousand years, isn't it
about time to give up? I swear, it doesn't make sense that Beaufort
exists. I'm telling you, there's no such place and we're all stuck in
this hell for no good reason. It's a mistake. All over the world you
can phone wherever you want in seconds. I'm the only person who
can't! Six minutes from here by air some sexy bitch is walking
along the high street in a g-string, and her only worry is whether
to buy the mandarin orange, ginger and green tea extract shampoo
or the jasmine, rose and orchid extract one, that's enriched with
pure scented oils. "For that extra shiny softness" my arse. Big
fucking dilemma. God, give me that kind of dilemma any day.
Fuckers, all of them. And in Tel Aviv someone's pushing a girl's
legs apart, they're doing it standing up in the toilets of a nightclub.
And what about New York? Think about New York. Bright,
noisy, everyone living the high life. The best fucking life. How
am I supposed to hang on in this torture – tell me – with all the
rules they make up for us every day? New laws. It's enough, you've
turned me into a fucking nutcase totally and completely freaked
out. I'm an arsehole for agreeing to be here at all, there's no explanation
for it. Why don't I ask myself what I'm doing here? Do I
ever ask myself that? Is my self esteem so low that I need to play
along with this pathetic game of yours? Enough. I swear, I've had
enough.'

He goads me, tries to reach new heights of absurdity, astonishing
himself, while I crack up laughing, hysterical, but inside so
the boys won't see. I take care to hold it in. I know in a minute
or two the fellow will sober up. I know him. Everything will look
normal again, logical. He chose to be here, and he has good reasons
for it, the best, and he'll remember them. He loves the mountain,
it's good for him. And I'm good for him, too. And he's the best
for me, we're the best together. He's my soulmate, my lucky charm,
my best friend since our first cigarette at the induction centre.
Friend? No, brother! My brother, who knows what's good for me
better than I ever will. He says, 'Erez, draw a black sheep for me,'
and I draw him a whole flock. He says, 'Erez, give me a hug, you
jerk,' and I climb into bed with him, squash his tiny frame against
the wall, fall asleep holding him. He says, 'Erez,' and I know it's
for life.

And sometimes Beaufort is a night ambush. Even then we bring
the beef jerky. Of course we do! One night, simple, like that one
back in December 1997. I'm still a squad sergeant, and I'm lying
under a thorny bush just as dawn is breaking, lost in thought.
Calm. Like I'm drugged. That calm. And my whole being is dying
to run down that steep, rocky slope, run to the edge of our cliff
and leap off. An incredible dive from the peak to the sweet mountain
waters in the deep valley below, into the abyss, a long, whistling
plunge that thunders in my ears. I am dying to dip into those
waters, to float on my back, be swept away by the current into
the blue stream, lie in the shade of the soft, bold, wild vegetation
that crowds around the water and snakes after it like a dream
jungle. Then, to warm up, lying like barefoot nature children on
the rocks: naked, turned on, carefree. Dying to smoke a joint, get
stoned, laze around, cuddle. Oshri says you can hear the splash of
the water down below if you listen hard, but the closer you are
the more forbidding and dangerous it is. It won't happen. Beaufort
is a cage of ugliness right at the centre of heaven. You move a
small, hesitant, camouflaged foot outside our iron gate, groping,
sniffing, then you retreat inside our little enclave again. If I could
only fly along the rivers and over the mountains, I would be home
already.

'Cheetah to Deputy One. Testing transmission.'

'Roger, affirmative,' I respond into the two-way radio.

'Functioning.' I return to my long silence.

Bleary eyes, mountain air, a brown and green desert, orchards
and gardens, small stone buildings in turquoise and orange, olive
groves. Everything is spread out before us. The evil coastal towns,
too, soon to awaken. Are you dozing off? Dozing off? Not on your
life! Your mother's dozing. Hey, did you see that? You spot that?
Is it what I think it is? Yeah, yeah. Are they armed? Yes, absolutely.
Armed.

'Cheetah, this is Deputy One,' I report. 'We've got three scumbags
north of the Virlist road.' Oshri's got one in his sights, Chaki
another and Bendori the third. They've entered killing range, they've
got packs on their backs, it can't be anything else.

'Deputy One to Cheetah, marksmen on targets,' I inform them,
then I ask, 'Do I have confirmation?' I wait.

'Deputy One this is Cheetah. Negative, repeat: negative. No
confirmation, Deputy One.'

'Cheetah, this is Deputy One, we've got them covered. Awaiting
confirmation.'

'No confirmation, Deputy One. Negative, repeat: no confirmation
for action.'

'But they're moving forward. Fast. We shouldn't lose them. We've
got them in our sights.'

'Negative, Deputy One.'

Negative? Why negative, you fucking arseholes! Does it make
sense to you that I should lie here like a fucking poofter and miss
an opportunity like this? Does it really? No it doesn't. 'Squad, on
my count. Four, three, two, one, fire. Twenty-one, twenty-two, fire.
Prepare to attack.'

'Commander Cheetah to Deputy One, do not fire your weapons!
No confirmation, stay in position.'

'Squad, prepare to attack.'

'Erez, you lunatic! Stay where you are. That's an order! Erez,
you're in violation of an order!'

'Squad, attack!'
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But anyway, my name is really Liraz. In basic training, at the very
first roll call, the platoon commander ran through the names and
when he got to mine he stopped. He didn't like it, my name. 'Wait,
wait. What's that?' he asked. 'What kind of a name is that? Liraz?
That's a girl's name. From now on you're Erez, like the cedars of
Lebanon. Congratulations.' Erez. And that's who I am today.

Was there ever anything I wanted more than to lead – on my own,
as commander – a squad of fighters to the top of Beaufort? You
can be sure there wasn't. But when I came back from officers'
academy I discovered that no one intended to make my dream
come true. My company commander said I was too testy, hottempered,
aggressive, impulsive. That maybe on paper I was an
excellent fighter who always sought opportunities to connect with
the enemy and demonstrated courage, but that I was also a shithead.
Testy people, he told me, can't lead combat squads. True, I
once had attacked a military policeman. The little prick caught me
with mud on my boots. I told him, 'You arsehole, I'm on my way
back from thirty-five days in Lebanon, I haven't showered for weeks,
and at six this morning we suddenly got clearance and my
commanding officer shouts, "Run, Erez, get out of here now or
you're stuck for another week." So what's the story, are you going
to fuck with me over a pair of muddy boots?' But this bloke, he
didn't give a shit. He made a complaint about me. But that's not
the whole story. That wanker knows me from the neighbourhood,
back in Afula. I said to him, 'Gonen, you're pretty full of yourself,
aren't you? You put a uniform on and became a big shot, eh? You
know what? I'm going to be generous with you. Take your report,
rip it up and get out of here now. We'll forget about the whole
thing.' But he didn't take the hint, and he fucked me over. I gave
him forty-eight hours to let the earth swallow him up and then I
beat the living daylights out of him. Till today, to tell the truth, I
haven't got over the disgrace of it: a guy from Afula making a
complaint about a fellow Afulan.

OK, it's also true that I was tried for wilful desecration of military
property when I was a platoon sergeant. I threw a two-way
radio at somebody, along with a few other small objects. And when
someone mentioned my sister Vicky, I would lose control. Lots of
things made me lose control. I even got sent to jail for insubordination
after that ambush business, after they shouted 'Do not fire
your weapons! No confirmation, you lunatic!' OK, it was a long
time ago, but turn me into a training officer? There was no way I
was going to deal with paper targets, no way I would agree to train
soldiers to shoot without learning the hard way, through my own
experience, what it felt like to lead them at the front. For weeks I
stuck to the company commander like a leech. I begged, went
berserk, shouted, cried, refused jobs. I even asked to be discharged
from the brigade. They'd never seen anyone so fired up before. But
they didn't budge. Until the hand of fate intervened and one of
the officers left when his father died. The position of squadron
leader opened up without warning, and I filled it. In actual fact I
became squadron leader on probation and under a magnifying glass.

At the time, the boys were on a survival navigation course at
the brigade's training base. I showed up there one morning without
the insignia on my uniform and observed, the thirteen of them. I
didn't introduce myself, I didn't approach them. They didn't have
the slightest clue that I was their new commanding officer. For
several weeks I spied on them, eavesdropped, heard things. Heard
things and grew alarmed. For example, I heard Emilio shout at
Bayliss, 'What were you touching my bag for?'Just like that, word
for word. Was the situation that bad? This is a squad, you loser.
Who asks questions like that? Everyone touches everyone's bags,
that's the whole idea. Being part of a squad means stealing Zitlawi's
crisps, taking underwear from River's bag, nicking socks from
Spitzer – because his are the cleanest, everyone knows his mother
uses fabric softener. Being a squad means that you run to the
shower, take off your towel and get swatted on your arse. The
weather's cold enough to freeze the balls off a brass monkey and
you're dying to get under the nice hot water, but you're pushed out,
they're slapping you around from every direction, and you thank
God you have friends like these.

But not these boys. I'd been handed a frigid bunch, not a drop
of group spirit in them. They weren't connected to one another,
they didn't put their all into what they were doing, they looked
sloppy, and they had rifle/shooting skills that'd embarrass female
officers in the Romanian army. I got rid of their sergeant on the
very first day, a thickset arsehole, too Ashkenazi. I replaced him
with Oshri. When I spoke to them for the first time, I told them
to forget the rules. You don't make a fighter ready for Lebanon
with six hours of sleep, an hour each for breakfast, lunch and dinner
and an hour of rest after every three in the sun. That's training for
company clerks, a bunch of girls. I brought them down to three
hours of light sleep a day, made them do all-nighters more often
than not. When I found a mess in one of the rooms I moved them
out to sleep in tents. When I overheard Itamar shouting at his
mother over the phone – 'OK, Mum, shut your mouth! – I ordered
that there would be no more phone calls. Anyone caught with a
mobile phone would be kicked out. To put it simply, I was on their
arses day and night, and I made them eat shit. Tons of it. They
did push-ups on their fists on hot gravel until they bled. 'Like
you're in jail,' I told them. 'Like you're prisoners of war. You can
shout, but nobody's going to rescue you. Or you can just open your
legs and enjoy yourselves.' After a few days you could start to see
a spark in their eyes, the first signs of a common denominator. Not
just any common denominator but the most toxic of them all:
hatred. They hated my guts, all of them, to the very last man.

Well, maybe there was one exception. River, the medic. It started
during a week of complicated field exercises. The soldiers crawled,
trampled down thorn bushes, moved boulders, took out their aggression
on nature. The usual stuff. When they were scratched from
head to toe and Bayliss was dripping blood from his mouth I gave
one last and final order: At nine o'clock from where I'm standing,
250 feet from here, see that green tree? Bring it down! Within
seconds they had scaled it, stormed it, were jumping on it, tearing
at it, ripping away, a battalion of elephants assisted by a commando
unit of rodents. Look at this, I said to Oshri, they're actually taking
the thing down. But before I could wipe the smile off my face I
caught sight of River off to the left, leaning on a rock, glaring at
me. I was contemplating what punishment his unexplained loitering
called for when River suddenly approached me – River, the quietest,
most disciplined soldier of them all – and said without faltering,
'This wasn't necessary. You should stop them.' I swallowed. I felt
so stupid. What had I turned into? A few seconds passed before I
muttered that he was right. From that day on I made River work
harder than all of them. I ripped into him, I shredded his soul, I
wanted to turn him into a fighting machine. Under me he became
a stallion, every vein in his body throbbing. At night, when the
squad tucked into junk food and Coke and then a deep sleep, I
would leave him outside for medical training and physical fitness
sessions that sometimes lasted hours. At two in the morning he
would join me for a run around the base with Itamar slung over
his back playing the wounded soldier. Itamar, who's built like a tank,
like a D 9 bulldozer. A human refrigerator. Even in hailstorms we
went out. I turned him into a two-way radio and made him run
from commander to commander, delivering wake-up calls and
messages. In the end, when he was almost broken, I gave him five
minutes to recharge his batteries by leaning on an electricity pole.
It's not easy being the favourite soldier of the squad commander.
River didn't bat an eye, didn't complain. One day, when I finally let
him go back to his tent, I allowed myself to tell him that I was
happy with him. I think I said something stupid like 'It would be
an honour to be a wounded soldier in your care.' He said nothing,
just gave me that famous penetrating glare of his and I knew –
don't ask me how, it can't be explained – that he was happy with
me, too. There's no making sense of that.

My big brother Guy once told me that to be a squad commander
is to love. Thirteen fragile soldiers are placed in your hands, you
call them 'the boys', you drag them in their nappies on a long,
long journey through a dense forest of breaking points, and the
whole time you pray that nothing bad will happen to them. You
worry about them, he told me, not about yourself, and when one
of your soldiers tells you that his uncle died of a heart attack and
you see the pain in his eyes, you hurt too, deep down inside. The
truth is, I wanted to suffer from that kind of sick love. I swear,
I really tried. But it didn't work for me. Sometimes I felt disrespect
for them, sometimes even a revulsion. Sometimes anger,
and every once in a great while a little satisfaction. But most of
the time I simply didn't feel at all. For a long time River was the
only exception.

I wanted to love Emilio, for instance. He came to Israel from
Argentina without his parents, only with his twin sister, left all his
friends and family on another planet just to enlist in the IDF.

Wasn't he worthy of respect? Of course he was. But how can you
not be driven insane by a soldier who vomits non-stop, like a coffee
machine gone berserk? On treks, during runs, when he's shouted
at. And what about Tom? The bloke's on a trip: he's got red eyes,
sees snails flying in the air, people spaced out, drifting, Muslims
going wild in Mecca, he has no idea where he is, just goes with
the flow, floats, he's stunned, in shock, connected to nothing. And
Spitzer? Too relaxed. Itamar: too fat. Bayliss, too religious and selfrighteous.
Boaz is too enthusiastic, Eldad too vain, he's certain that
all the girls are after him. He's disgusting, a spoiled Tel Aviv rich
kid, an intellectual pretending he's down to earth, one of the boys;
but I know he's a fake. And Pinchuk? Juvenile. Sleeps curled up
with a teddy bear he calls Yaron, thinks that's really cool. Too easily
offended. And Barnoy's a bleeding heart and Zion's thick as a plank
and Koka's just plain boring. And we're actually on our way to war
– as pompous as that sounds – and how am I, as squad commander,
supposed to love this group of weaklings and whiners that aren't
capable of comprehending what's about to happen to them? Two
months at the training base seemed like an eternity.
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And most of all, I wanted to love Zitlawi. How could you not love
him? Zitlawi is warm and funny and happy. He can charm the
pants off anyone. You'll never hear him complain. Zitlawi's a good
friend – the best – and that's something I admire. I had a lot of
reasons to love Zitlawi, I know, but with all my best efforts and
the best will in the world, it didn't work, because Zitlawi is an
insolent soldier, without an iota of discipline, no respect for his
commanding officers, and too scatter-brained, vague, the kind of
bloke who leaves his gun in the most irresponsible places possible.
If you don't tie his hands and feet to his body he'll lose them in
a matter of seconds. And that drives me nuts.

The truth is that Zitlawi is a real arse, a jerk with a cigarette
behind his ear and a way of talking that makes everything sound
like a string of swear words, even when it isn't (though it usually
is). A whole new language took root with us thanks to him, imported
from all the different corps and brigades. He was the first to introduce
new swear words, and not just swear words; he developed and
introduced expressions and pearls of wisdom that spread through
the entire northern zone in a matter of days. The IDF dictionary
was issuing new volumes every month, thanks to him.

To 'ram,' for example. In our language it means sleep deeply.

The full term is 'to pillow-ram'. It can be conjugated, too: pillowrammer,
pillow-ramming, pillow-rammed. A 'rusher' is a quick snog
with a girl. A 'double-rusher' is a small rusher. A double can happen
between two guys, but not a rusher. An 'owl' is a guy who walks
around with his cock in his hand, choking it, jerking off all the
time. A 'terror dick,' is someone that gets non-stop hard-ons,
morning, noon and night, out of control. During kitchen duty,
watching Schindler's List. 'Scud five' is a huge dick.

A 'ticket-taker' is a bloke who sleeps with all the girls. 'Tevye
the Milkman' also sleeps with all the girls, but he's a nerd with
glasses. A 'fortune teller' is a girl who puts out (when you're with
her you're 'fortunate' because she 'tells' you to screw her. See also:
'ear-hole virgin' and 'boiler heater'). Then there's a 'mezuzah', a girl
that everyone kisses, and a 'pringle': once she's open, everyone wants
a taste. A 'magic marker' is a girl that gives blow jobs. 'Get it on
with a suck-baby' means go fuck yourself. A sexy tourist is called
a 'foreign fuck', 'ironing board' is flat-chested, 'mosquito-bitten' is
a girl cursed with small breasts.

A 'hummus' is a dumb soldier. A 'flip-flop' is someone thickheaded,
a 'schnitzel' is even more thickheaded, and an 'aubergine'
is as thick as you can get. A thickheaded girl is called a 'booma'.
A flatterer is a 'tangerine-peeler', a soldier with no friends. A 'Herzl'
is a fighter who talks too much about the future, the name comes
from the man who predicted the founding of the State of Israel.
'Zionist' is another nickname for a blabbermouth, or someone who
sticks his nose into everyone's business. "Kapoa" is a nickname for
Sepharadim, 'hardor for Ashkenazim and 'journalist' for
Ashkenazim who tell lies. Zitlawi calls everyone a fox, a shark, a
hammer, a sleaze. A 'panther' is a fox that Zitlawi particularly likes.
A 'pink panther' is a gay fox.

A 'flamer' is a homo. A 'momo' is a homo, too. There are lots
of ways to call someone gay: arse-checker, for example, and zipperreader,
and doorpost-wiggler. Bed-shaker, wall-scratcher, umbrellaopener,
pot-opener, soap-dropper. Sheet-ripper, faucet-stealer,
tile-chewer, tree-hugger, sink-gripper, ball-grabber, pickle-dicer,
shoelace-tier, tea-stirrer, thing-sucker, banana-straightener, horsewhisperer,
pillow-biter, feather-cougher. A homo is a bloke who
cries at movies, disappoints his parents, rides a bike without a seat.
He's a suckler, a limper, a bend-overer, an excavator, a nailer. A
champagne-boy is a homo, too, and so's a sharpener, a flautist, a
scout leader, a g-string-wearer, a closet-lover, a sitting-pisser, an
exhaust pipe, a bugler. 'Omo' is homo. 'Sensitive' is homo. In tact,
say anything but 'homo', because it's not nice to swear. And lesbian?
Don't say that, either. 'Carpet-muncher' is OK, you can use that.

'Strawberry-pisser' is someone who's scared. An 'orange soda' is
someone scared shitless. 'Toast' is a burnt-out soldier. A 'draft dodger
in uniform' is a soldier with a desk job somewhere near his home.
'Fox-brained' is a code name for someone fucked up by drugs and
'rabbit' for a light user. 'Enchanted garden' is a hash den. When
Zitlawi says, 'I'm tripping, don't bother me,' nobody comes near
him.

A 'potato-crisp wetter' is a miser, someone who doesn't want
you to hear him munching. A 'marble-shitter' is a monster, a weird
soldier, a loner, so ugly he looks like he hasn't really evolved. A
'sprinkler' is a bragger; the female version's a 'Nile perch'. A 'futt'
is a fat slut. A fox-scarer. A mud pie. A 'kebab' is a fat guy. So's a
'sumo', someone so big he blocks the view. A male soldier who sits
around doing nothing is called a 'semen-squanderer' while the
female version is 'wasting labour pains.' A 'yam-peeler' is someone
lazy. A 'rivet-pisser' is someone who gets too excited about things.
'Siamese cat' is a spoiled brat. 'Chakhnd means smelly and 'karkhana',
someone messed up with drugs. A 'chocolate situation' is one where
nobody's happy and a 'honey situation' is one where everyone is.
And to Zitlawi I was a 'pinscher', someone who barks all the time
but isn't really dangerous, just a moaner. That's what he thought
of me. Sometimes he also called me 'gremlin' behind my back,
meaning someone with a nice face but whose soul is dark and evil.
Zitlawi himself was known as 'Psalms', someone with a saying for
everything.

'Jakha' is a personal favour. Do a jakha for me, will you? Jakha
me. He's jakhad and so forth, ad infinitum. To 'drum' is to stir
coffee. Turkish coffee, or Beaufort instant, with halva and walnut
oil. Zitlawi would spend hours, days, with the finjan and the
thermos. If he had his way he would thump all the boys and bounce
all the girls in bed. And there wasn't a single girl he wouldn't mince,
fry, spear or devour, the horny bastard. No holds barred, no choosiness
if you believed what came out of his mouth along with all the
drool.

And then there's the worst curse of all: May your prayer be
nicked from the crack in the Wailing Wall where you stuffed it.

Zitlawi's most frequent saying: Are you making fun of the way
I talk?' uttered in a defensive tone. That's what he would ask, with
a killer look, when one of the boys pointed out a mistake to him,
corrected his Hebrew, or, worst of all, dared to smile – which
happened all the time. He was violent, but gentle, too, like when
he forbade the boys from squashing the monster-like grasshoppers
that hovered near the lights at the outpost. He had this tape he
would listen to, the collected songs of Hana Harman. Once I asked
him where she was from, that singer, and he was really offended.
'Hana Harman is not a she,' he told me, 'he's a he.' And not just
any old singer but an Arab singer. One of the good Arabs.

We had our first head-on collision on the day I took over
command of the squad, on the afternoon of the hottest day in
history. The boys stood facing me in rows of three on the parade
ground, pretty frightened, dripping with sweat, waiting to receive
their first orders. They were wearing sunglasses on the order of the
brigade medical officer – all of them except Zitlawi, who stood
there watching me with smiling eyes. When I asked him where
his glasses were, he said, 'What do I need sunglasses for? My
mother told me I shouldn't hide my beautiful eyes.' He got his first
punishment there and then, and then another that night in the
tent camp, when he was caught after lights-out organizing 'The
Prettiest Hoicker Contest', a spitting competition. From then on
he never stopped getting punished. When I first interviewed him
he gave nothing away. He answered briefly and dodged direct questions.
He was a smart-arse. The only thing I learned was that he
came from Tiberias, had three brothers, and liked to listen to Yehuda
Poliker's music while getting a blow job. There was nothing beyond
this in his files from the adjutant at HQ or the soldiers' welfare
officers. Nor did I expect there would be. Three weeks of insubordination
went by before I discovered the tip of the iceberg.

It happened when Oshri took the initiative, pulling Zitlawi out
of bed at three in the morning without my permission and dragging
him out on a walking tour of the cypress forest just south of
the eucalyptus grove near us, with a canteen filled with hot tea.
For the first ten minutes, as they walked outside the base, Oshri
didn't utter a word, making Zitlawi fill the gap with his usual bullshit
He tried to guess the meaning of this hike, he swore, talked
a little about the squad and mostly about himself, all in an effort
to hide the fact that – simply put – he was terrified. When they
came to a clearing in the forest, Oshri sat at one of the three rickety
picnic tables that had been placed on the dirt. He waited a few
seconds for the rebel to break down and sit across from him, then
he asked, 'Zitlawi, what's your story?' Yeah, what was his fucking
story, what was happening with the boy, what was the cause of all
this self-destructive behaviour? He played dumb, claimed this was
what made him happy, he was used to entertaining people and if
someone had a problem with it they should toss him out of the
army. He wouldn't appeal if he was kicked out, he wouldn't rat to
the press about the abuse or bullying or non-compliance with HQ
orders, they had nothing to worry about, he would keep quiet. Oshri
pulled two thin Indian cigarettes out of a wrinkled pink paper bag,
little ones made of dried eucalyptus leaves. He lit them both. Zitlawi
sniffed the sweet, spicy scent that filled the air – or was the smell
in fact bitter, kind of hard to define, the odour of a campire? 'Why
not?' he said. 'But isn't there any boof, as long as we're at it?' Oshri
didn't even know what boof was. A little cube of hash, Zitlawi
explained. Everyone has a stoner friend who keeps some boof in
the little condom pocket of his jeans for emergencies, don't they?
Something nice for the boys to share at the right moment. Oshri
kept silent, lay back on the damp wooden bench of the picnic table
and let the stars hypnotize him. And he smoked. He has a face
that always looks hypnotized, narrow and dark and closed, with
tiny ears, only his lips are big and thick, and he's all peace and
serenity, a rascal who seems to know that everything will work out
so there's nothing to fear. Zitlawi remained standing, watching him
from above. 'What do you want to hear?' he asked. 'That the crazy
boy has unique qualities of his own? That he's special, different,
like the children in special needs classes?' Oshri didn't answer. And
what about you?' Zitlawi asked. 'What's your story, Mr Sergeant?'
Oshri focused on the halo around the moon and didn't even bother
to look at him. Then Zitlawi lay down on the table. They smoked
three cigarettes, one after the other. It wasn't until the third that
they spoke again, and then Oshri took the initiative, again, kind
of forced. 'You got anybody to fix me up with?' he asked. He told
him he didn't have a girlfriend – here, something about himself and
in fact had never had one, because before he fell in love they
always, every time, told him there was no chance, and now, in the
army, the situation was even worse, there wasn't even anybody to
look at, and it had been bothering him for some time now, everyone
was screwing right and left and he wasn't. Oshri finished talking
and prepared for an attack, for a nasty comment. Zitlawi took a
Snickers bar out of the pocket of his uniform and broke it in two.
'Sir!' he said as he offered Oshri the bigger of the two pieces. 'Now
that's actually a subject I know something about. We'll work something
out for you, you can count on me.' He said this with total
seriousness, tone of voice, with compassion even. And this really
was a matter Zitlawi knew something about, because girls of every
kind threw themselves at him, finding him sexy, if not particularly
good-looking. His face was coarse and his body massive, the manliest
soldier in the company. And he was funny. Girls love funny guys,
especially during sex when you're getting turned on and talking, it
gives them a huge orgasm. Then Oshri let his head drop back over
the edge of the bench and said, 'What's going to happen?' Bingo.
That was an excellent question, right on time. Even if it had been
thrown out unintentionally, Zitlawi grabbed hold of it and used it
to open a window on himself. His mother was a fortune teller, he
told Oshri. A real one though, a member of the union, with diplomas
and certificates and everything. The kind who knew how to answer
questions like 'What's going to happen?' She studied Kabbalah and
read coffee grounds, palms, tea leaves and oil and tarot cards. She
could interpret dreams and do astrology charts and undo curses.
She could make a former lover come back, get rid of the evil eye,
help with fertility and family matters, and fears and anxieties and
low self-esteem, too, and help couples to communicate. She handed
out charms for good luck and for failing businesses, she was an
expert in numerology, she solved marital and financial troubles.
She gave courses, appeared at hen parties and at events in private
homes. In short, she brought happiness to people. The only thing
she didn't do was crystal-ball gazing. When people asked 'What's
going to happen?' she answered, in detail, and she was never wrong.
And ever since she had accurately predicted the results of the elections
in Tiberias she'd become famous all over the north, and visits
to her had to be booked at least two months in advance. Her name
was Aliza, but people called her Solange, that was her professional
name, and at home you weren't allowed to use the term 'fortune
teller'. Instead she was a spiritual adviser, that's what it was being
called in those last few seconds before the new millennium.

It took a moment for Oshri to realize that Zitlawi wasn't pulling
his leg. He was serious. He really had a fortune teller for a mother,
which is to say, a psychotic with an audience. But that wasn't the
end of the story. 'The truth is,' Zitlawi continued, 'even with her
success in the elections, these past few months, things aren't good
at home. My father spends money in places he shouldn't, and it
gets harder every day to talk sense to him. He's not an easy man.
And my mother's got cancer. Bad, even. It started with a cough
and then she was spitting up blood and had trouble breathing, and
then they found a tumour, two inches in diameter, in the top of
her left lung. They took it out but that didn't help because the
cancer cells got into her bloodstream and now they're everywhere.
In the liver, the bones. All of a sudden it's life-threatening, even
if the doctors aren't saying so: They're trying to get us to be optimistic.
Strong. But who's going to take care of my three brothers?

There's Samson – we call him Sammy. He's only six. And Roy's
ten, and Eli – Eliko – he's finishing high school next year. Who's
going to take care of them?'

There, it had come out. The next morning Oshri told me.
Together we went to our unit's welfare worker and for a couple of
days we tried, the whole senior staff, to convince Zitlawi to leave.
We told him he had to serve near home, but he wouldn't listen.
We asked him again and again to go home to his mother. After
all, the squad might spend weeks and weeks up at Beaufort, even
months, and she needed him. What would happen if he wasn't
there to say goodbye? So Zitlawi want back and paid a visit to
Rabbi Pitusi in the Poriah neighbourhood of Tiberias, presented
the dilemma to him, explained what he felt in his heart and asked
for his blessing for his decision to stay at Beaufort. And the rabbi
gave his blessing. Maybe it was an escape for Zitlawi, it's hard to
know. But ever since that night in the cypress forest he's been one
of us, and that's what counts. As for me, I search for sadness in
his eyes every time I look at him, make an effort to locate a single
glum twitch of muscles. But there's nothing. I haven't found it
because he's smiling this never-quit smile, and there's no telling if
good intentions lie behind it, or bad.
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February 1999. Here's the picture at thirty-nine minutes to darkness,
five hours to departure for the target: River, stark naked,
gasping for breath after a maniacal run, comes to a halt in the
watermelon patch behind Rabbi Elifaz's abandoned cowshed and
tries to convince a startled young religious girl to lend him her
bicycle. He fires off rounds of confused explanations, something
about an ATV (All Terrain Vehicle) that took off with everyone's
uniforms, apparently in the direction of the fields. The uniforms
aren't even the worst of it: the sun is setting and they have to reach
Ha'egel immediately. The girl, who has never heard of the Ha'egel,
has never seen this River before, has never laid eyes on a dick and
most of all doesn't understand what this whole mess has to do with
the sun setting, loans him her bicycle at once. That is to say, she
doesn't really loan it to him, she just doesn't protest. And him, that
little owl, he doesn't get anything from her – not her name, not
her phone number, not a little kiss, just a long silence and a bicycle.
He nabs it and takes off.

Half a mile away as the crow flies, at the entrance to a grove
of pear trees, Zitlawi and the ATV are sunk deep in mud. He grabs
hold of the pile of uniforms and underwear and climbs the highest
eucalyptus tree. Utterly infantile, Zitlawi just doesn't know when
to quit. After all, the goal had already been achieved: a first-rate
clip for the end-of-training film starring River, Emilio and Bayliss.
Fantastic landscape, a wide road in the Golan Heights along which
they run naked, waving their arms like wounded animals, swearing
like Palestinian policemen, and pleading with Zitlawi for their lost
honour. Emilio even cried a little, the tosser. And everything
captured on film; what more could you ask for? But now the time
has come to climb down from the tree, rescue the ATV, wipe the
embarrassment from River's red face, return the bicycle to the blonde
girl, hook up with the others left shivering and naked back at the
Bajurya pool – it's February, remember – pick up Spitzer and the
camera, get back to Bayliss's village, Nov, and hope that his father
Menahem will take them over to Ha'egel, the Armoured Corps
base from where they monitor convoy movements. Otherwise it
would be curtains.

Truth be told, Emilio had had his doubts from the start. Back
at the barbecue they were having in the yard of the house at Nov
he'd remarked that it was unlike Zitlawi to be so eager to pass up
on the opportunity to sit around and eat and do absolutely nothing.
And for what? Nothing more than a boring old puddle of winter
rainwater next to a main road? And what was suddenly so important
about stripping naked? And what the fuck made them risk
being really, really late on the most critical day of their military
service? It was a lost cause, though: Emilio's worn-out whining –
which every man in the squad had learned to tune out ages ago –
didn't stand a chance against Zitlawi's powers of persuasion. Even
Bayliss, who since he was still in nappies had been explaining to
guests that the Bajurya was not fit for swimming in – too shallow,
home to otters, salamanders, rats and black cockroaches – even he
plunged headlong into the trap.

The chances of me hearing the details of this incident were
slight. I gave this motley crew their punishment without even
waiting to hear the whole story. I refused to hear it. With a record
like thiers, being eighty minutes late justified being shut up in the
outpost for forty-nine days, in other words, a two week extension
to the thirty-five days they were already scheduled for on their first
tour of duty in Lebanon. Apart from Emilio, who always appeared
to be on the verge of tears, nobody was surprised. Zitlawi even
muttered something about it having been worth it. They had a
special mood for moments like these, a sort of detached desperation,
and they were already quite used to receiving punishments.

I wouldn't have known about the business at Bajurya if it hadn't
been for the girl who got mixed up in it all. Not just any girl, but
a sixteen year old student at the girls' religious school in Nov, an
innocent lamb with bells, really gorgeous if you believe what they
say. Her name – Hodaya – Zitlawi extracted with enormous effort
when they returned the bike. Other than that they knew nothing
about her, only that a real, live, sexy encounter with a religious
girl wouldn't easily be forgotten in our unit, but would pursue its
victim up and down the front lines of Lebanon. All the way up
to Beirut, stories of Corporal Naor River's escapade would be told
in exaggerated and embellished terms. It would've been one thing
if a religious girl had fallen into the hands of Zitlawi or Spitzer,
or anyone else for that matter. But River? Well that could only
have been a gift from God. He was the baddest boy of them all,
the one that drew the most fire, the one who'd been working on
his abdominals since sixth grade, and his suntan, too, and he was
horny like a fifteen year old virgin. And shy like you can't believe,
the shyest of all when a girl was around. It could only end badly.

It was a Monday evening when we gathered on the white-top, the
asphalt courtyard at Ha'egel where convoys are prepared for dispatch
to enemy territory. I was just waiting for the sun to finish its business
and for the curtain to rise on a new winter at Beaufort. Back
in Israel I really missed the pungent smell of it, of green nature
and thick vegetation and crisp air, of grease and Lysol and
gunpowder and sweat, and all of it together. I'm not joking, I really
missed it. And I missed the old boys, the veterans, in the company
too: Twina aka Tuti and Tiran aka Kuti, Bodnik the rat and Neufeld
the flea and Pizov, who we called Poza, and the triplets – the good,
the bad and the stuffed – Lubeck, Ezroni and Boaron. We pounce
on each other, hug like always and wait for the first appearance of
the youngsters, my boys. They're so happy, the old boys, and why
not? When you're part of a sergeants' squad, Beaufort becomes a
sleep research institute, lots of snoozing hours every day, all day,
entire days, with little breaks in between for heroic operations. No
distress, no assignments, no floor-mopping. It's no wonder that the
boys at Beaufort spend a large part of their time plotting mutinies
and composing official complaints – 'on the grounds of unfair distribution
of workload', my arse – but it's also no wonder that they
bury those complaints and calm down when they realize that one
day, not too far off, they, too, will be old hands. So why take on
the best friends of the commanding officer? Not a healthy idea.

This is the time when the veterans feign indifference. The cooks,
the sentinels, the Signal Corps soldiers – all the Beaufort regulars
go out of their way to be nonchalant in wholesale quantities.
Everything's fine, it's no big deal. The new boys can barely contain
their excitement, they're counting the seconds; and I know that
feeling. They're dying for action, certain that the whole of Hezbollah
is peeing its pants, of course they are, and if you ask them they'll
tell you that Nasrallah's vacation is over, because this killer company
is on its way to take over the front, to make war, to get rid of the
homos currently manning the outpost.

We sat waiting off to one side, huddled on a mound of sand.
A Yasur helicopter crossed the red sky and disappeared over the
border. We might be making the return trip in one of those, Oshri
said, on a stretcher or under a grey army blanket. He winked, and
I silenced him with a hard slap on the neck, so he'd keep quiet,
keep cool. The white-top was in a hollow, hidden from Lebanese
observation points to conceal from terrorists when convoys were
being prepared for entry into their territory. A small, sputtering
generator spat a cloud of diesel into the air, mixing with exhaust
fumes so that the air was choked with a salty stench. The whitetop
was unlit, and as darkness fell the only light came from the
headlights of the Safari trucks parked all around. A small booklet
produced by the IDF, which describes what time the moon will
rise each day of the month and with what illumination it will shine,
determines the movement of the convoys. When the sky is light
they stay put. By order. But that night a late moonrise meant
clogged roads and long lines of trucks filled with soldiers and
supplies and equipment would be crossing the border in both directions.
And by the time the moon was high in the sky, at two a.m.,
the roads would be clear again.

Another three hours and twenty minutes to go until that clutch
would be put in gear. We lined up in threes in the courtyard,
fighting against an icy wind. Names, ID numbers, seating positions
in vehicles were carefully recorded. If something happened
they'd know immediately which one of us was gone. Oshri moved
from soldier to soldier, writing in thick black marker on the back
of his hand his 'iron number'. It would remain there for days and
days, creating negative associations. It was known as the 'death
number', and that's what it was, but it was the only way of making
sure that during moments of panic nobody forgot his place and
that we'd know quickly who was missing. The veteran soldiers were
arguing over numbers. Seven, for example, was a number nobody
was willing to take.

I gathered my squad around for some last minute pointers and
to give them a speech I'd had written in my head for months. What
sounds today like an embarrassing mix of Zionism and kitsch was,
back then, absolutely true and straight from the heart, I swear: 'We
may not be an elite commando unit,' I told them. 'Not even the
naval commandos. We don't run around with shiny insignia and
we're not yet allowed to remove the elastic from our trouser cuffs
and we don't spend our army service in state-of-the-art training
facilities run by the American army. There are no heroes here, and
we're not looking for heroes. But we do the hardest work there is
in the IDF, and that's something to be proud of. I don't know if
this evening, on the way here, you had a chance to look around
you. You would have seen children having fun in playgrounds in
the northern kibbutzim, and on the high street of Kiryat Shmona
you'd have seen women licking chocolate pancakes with banana
and sprinkles and window-shopping for silk dressing gowns. The
skies are quiet there, and not a single terrorist can get near the
border fence. And why is that? It's because of the war we're on our
way to, together, tonight. People like to forget what went on here
twenty years ago, right in this very place. They also like to forget
what could happen if the IDF didn't do its job: Katyusha rockets,
border infiltrations, terrorist cells slaughtering whole families: that's
the alternative.

'It's there,' I told them, 'in the middle of a no man's land teeming
with murderous beasts, I want you to keep this goal in mind all
the time. Look at your watches,' I said. 'From this moment on I
want you to forget everything you knew till now, wipe away all the
bullshit. Your lives are going to run according to a different script.
From now on you stop calling me 'Platoon leader, sir.' Now I'm
Erez, and it's for good reason. I'm not going to be any less strict
with you – on the contrary, from this moment there will be no
concessions – but from this moment, and this is the difference,
we're completely dependent on one another. It's a matter of life
and death. I want to trust you people, so don't disappoint me.
That's all. Now, iron numbers, count off!'

After that there was silence. The battalion commander of Ha'egel,
the man who would lead the convoy, stood looking at our row.
'You're playing with fire for the first time today,' he said. And just
at that very moment, only then, did the Bayliss family truck come
to a screeching halt outside the main gate. I was already hoping
they wouldn't show up at all, but that band of jokers, in wrinkled
uniforms splotched with mud, were here to cause me the biggest
embarrassment of my life. It was clear that I would have to murder
them. In my worst nightmare I couldn't have imagined such an
unprofessional, humiliating start to our first time at the front. The
lieutenant colonel stared at me and said nothing. He waited for
one long moment, then continued his briefing.

'You still have no idea where you're going,' he said. 'I'm warning
you now that on this trip, every little thing, even lighting up your
watch, could have tragic consequences.'

The boys listened intently, they were absorbing every word, and
still it seemed to me that they couldn't really take it all in. A forty
minute journey was all that separated us from the outpost, but the
convoy briefing was an order to head out to battle. 'I'm going to
review situations and responses,' he told them. 'I'll explain them
like you're retarded children so there will be no questions left in
your mind.

'First situation: missiles. How will you know if the convoy's
being fired at by missiles? You'll see a flying torch headed our way,
an orange-red dot floating through the air, or a blinding flash
followed by a whizzing sound. If it's a Sagger missile you'll hear
the clatter of a motor, too. When we're on our way, each Safari
will post a missile sentinel at the opening at the back. If the sentinel
sees something, he gets on the open radio and shouts, "Missiles!
Missiles!" If he sees them on the right he shouts, "Missiles, right!"
and if they're on the left he shouts, "Missiles, left!" The driver will
stop immediately and all of you will get out of the vehicle on the
same side that the missiles are coming from. Why? Because the
shrapnel will fly to the opposite side. Now, imagine a situation
where all of you jump off the vehicles in the middle of nowhere
and Hezbollah manages to abduct a soldier. What do you do? To
prepare for this, in a few minutes you're going to divide into pairs.
Each pair will stay together and guard the other's arse. Fighters,
I'm expecting you to take responsibility for those boys who don't
have adequate training. If we find ourselves with a cook running
around alone in the middle of Lebanon, the bereavement team
back in Israel can set out for his parents' house. And one more
important comment, men: we're moving out today in old Safari
trucks, as you can see for yourselves. The drivers' doors are blocked
off from the inside with protective panels and can only be opened
from the outside. So in the event of an emergency, whoever's sitting
in the front passenger seat has to run around to the driver's side
and help him out of the vehicle. Don't forget anyone, please.

'Next situation: mortar shells. First man who hears a champagne
cork popping shouts, "Launch! Launch!" Mortar shells never come
alone, it could be seventy at one go. The vehicles will come to a
halt, each pair will jump down and run as far as possible from the
others. Do not stand near one another, create distance between
yourselves. Otherwise, we'll lose an entire squad thanks to one
lousy shell. What do you do after that? Wait. Just stay where you
are until the barrage lets up. Is that clear?

'Third situation: "Code Hannibal." If you've been abducted, what
do you do? As far as the abducted soldier himself is concerned,
struggle as hard as you can, pop buttons off and let them drop on
the ground so we have a trail. The rest of you must try to stop the
terrorists at any cost. If they're making off with a soldier and there's
no other choice, you shoot. I repeat: you shoot. The abducted soldier
as well. An abduction is worse than death. I hope you people understand
that.

'Fourth situation: an explosives charge, either a landmine or a
roadside bomb. The vehicles stop, you stay inside and wait. An
intervention force, which I will name in just a few minutes, handles
the rescue, scans the area to make sure we're not talking about a
wider range of charges that might be awaiting us. Those on the
team will stretch white marking tape around the area of the charge.
Explosives at the head of the convoy is most common. In this situation,
apart from the vehicle that's been hit, everyone travels backwards.
If the explosives hit the middle of the convoy, then the
vehicles in front move forward and the ones behind move backwards.
If the damage is at the back of the convoy, everyone moves
forward. It might be a situation where we hit a charge and seconds
later we're attacked by mortar shells, all according to plan. Be
prepared.

'Fifth situation: we find ourselves in a field of explosive charges,
they're going off one after the other in every direction, and at the
very same moment, BAM! – we're attacked by armed Hezbollah
guerillas, face to face. What do you do? Attack the terrorists, or
freeze, terrified that they're going to set off additional charges
hidden in the bushes and along the road? Listen, and listen carefully,
I don't want any misunderstandings here, no fuck-ups, no
messes, and this is an iron rule: explosive charge or not, you people
go on the offensive. A face-to-face encounter trumps everything,
even under attack of mortar shells, or missiles, or aliens from Mars.
It's saved. Engaging them, not letting them get away, is our highest
priority. Is that clear? Be ready, because when the intervention team
is engaging in hand-to-hand combat or rescuing the convoy, the
terrorists will try to pump rounds into the last Safari with twenty
soldiers stuffed inside who can't see a thing and can't shoot. That's
why it's the responsibility of the sentinel on each Safari to man
the back opening of the vehicle and watch what's happening.

'That's all for situations and responses. From this moment on
I want your helmets on your heads, cartridges locked in to your
weapons, and nobody sleeping along the way. The motto for everything
I've just said is simple: If something happens we want to
minimize the damage. I'm not hiding anything from you, there's
no way to ensure no harm will come to this convoy, but if you use
your brains the damage can be contained. Drivers, be aware: we're
moving slowly, the roads are slippery, don't forget to turn off all
lights and headlights the minute we've passed the three mile mark.
The rest of the trip will be made using night-vision equipment.
Keep maximum distance between each Safari and the next, but
don't lose each other. If there's someone here who forgot to leave
his mobile phone at home, go now to your bag and separate the
battery from the phone. In fifteen minutes, everyone is to be in
place and ready to move out. Good luck.'

And that was all. At that moment everything fell silent, the shouting
stopped. Tasks were carried out with the volume turned right down,
and they were technical and precise. The soldiers closed themselves
off from one another, preoccupied with trying to digest the battalion
commander's briefing, and somewhat frightened. I could see it in
their eyes as they went over the procedures, picturing dangers. There
were so many confusing commands they had to remember from that
moment. Then it was the time for a few drills – explosives drill, faceto-face-encounter drill, missile drill – so we jumped in and out until
the battalion commander was satisfied. Minutes later everyone was
crammed into the back of the Safari, packed in and silent, waiting.
Once, this truck would have been carrying eggs, or chickens to the
slaughter, but now, done over in olive and looking like it had been
saddled with a huge safe, it transported soldiers into enemy territory.

There were long hours of waiting ahead before we would receive
the order to move out. If a sentinel in Taibe or Marjayoun or the
Dlaat outpost noticed suspicious movement on the roads then everything
would be frozen, or if a soldier at Beaufort imagined he saw
a wild boar through his binoculars, we'd be delayed by thirty minutes
at the very least. A whole day, even, if an alert was issued about
some large explosive charge or if some doubt was raised about
whether the electronic warning devices that accompanied the convoy
were in proper working order. The order to abort could come even
in the last few seconds, with all of us already in the vehicles and
waiting at the border gate. They don't take chances with a mission
like this, instead they'll send the soldiers to spend the night in
comfortable beds at the Soldiers' Hotel in Kiryat Shmona. The big
celebrations that take place when this happens, when we storm the
hotel, come at a price: it's hard to describe how bad the feeling is
at Beaufort when soldiers who were due to go home discover that
the convoy has been cancelled.

That evening, as we waited at the border gate, it seemed that
everything was in order. The intelligence officer gathered all the
squad commanders and read them an update. 'Nothing special to
report this evening,' he said. 'Alert 012, on Hezbollah intentions to
carry out an attack on a convoy on the Nikras road, is still operative.
We'll wait for final clearance and then we'll move out.' The
last minutes. The bolt is removed. This was the first time I had
earned the right to mount the Safari as a commander, in the front
seat, to observe the trip from the passenger's seat and not one of
the narrow slits in the sides at the back of the vehicle. Our nightvision
equipment coloured the world in stark shades of green and
black. 'Tapuz stations, confirm. Over and out.'

'Diesel, in order.'

'Kfir, in order.'

'Puma, in order.'

'Venus, waiting for confirmation.'

'Venus, in order.'

The driver, a reservist, lit a last cigarette, but I let fly with an
angry order. 'Put it out,' I demanded. He tried to make a case for
another half minute, what was the big deal? I grabbed his hand,
yanked the cigarette away from him, stubbed it out on the dashboard
and threw it out the window. From that moment on we
didn't exchange a word. A long silence. Nights in the north always
make you feel this loneliness; here, I can feel it now. Then from
the radio we heard 'Mission confirmed,' and it happened.

On the first leg of the journey you hit fifty-five m.p.h., that's
what the regulations state. After that you crawl along, barely at
twenty. The endless trip takes you through climbs, descents, twists.
This is the tensest time of my life. I go over past threats, recall a
sixteen year old Lebanese boy waiting for an IDF convoy with a
bomb strapped to his body. The soldiers were suspicious, even fired
warning shots in the air, and then suddenly the boy saluted. They
stopped shooting. Seconds later he blew himself up, just a few yards
from the convoy. So think about where it's going to come from
and how you'll respond. I think about Bayliss, who's positioned as
missile sentinel at the back of the Safari, completely exposed, surely
shivering from cold and looking for the first time at this view, of
a landscape like Switzerland. You can't miss the thin halo of pale
blue light floating above Beaufort, carried high in the middle of
the sky in the centre of the black forest ahead. And how beautiful
the ancient fortress that stands next to the outpost is in the moonlight.
I wonder how long it will be before I can make out the huge
flag flying on the top of our hill.

'Get the fuck out! Everything out, out!' Always the same huge
ruckus in the parking area. Soldiers jumping down, stepping on
each other, everyone throwing bags about. Where are the sleeping
bags? The personal bags? Everyone's thinking about his own stuff,
worried something will get left behind on one of the trucks and
wind up making its way back to Israel with the outgoing troops.
As for me, I run this way and back. 'Oshri, count them now!'Their
eyes are glazed, each is lost in his own thoughts, trying to take in
as much as possible. They have no idea what to do. They sit down
on the floor of the secure area and wait.

The boys in the company we are replacing weren't willing to
put on their dress fatigues or clear out their rooms or beds in
advance. They insisted on waiting for the moment that our convoy
was visible to the naked eye from the guard positions as it climbed
the hill. It's bad luck to pack in advance. And when they did pack
it was done like a hurricane, in total madness that left behind
destruction: a dismantled outpost in chaos.

When I went down to the submarine to get myself settled in,
Oshri was already there, sprawled across the rusty iron bed. A
tropical island scene hung just above his pillow, stuck with scotch
tape to the metal walls of the stifling pit we lived in, along with
a lone, sketchy coconut tree and a floating raft carrying a small
black man with a cup and a straw, bobbing on the waves of a
green sea. A countdown chart, too, showing the number of days
we had left at Beaufort. When the hell had he found the time to
hang it all? The chart, with eighty-eight days just begging to be
wiped out, had been inaugurated a few hours earlier with an X
over the first day. Yes, eighty-eight. That's less than ninety, that's
three months minus one day, Oshri announced as he lay on his back,
the lazy arse. As I polished my boots I asked him what was so terrible
about being with me. Are you some sort of attention seeker? he
asked by way of response, his soft, round Yemenite face beaming.
'You've got to give me advance warning for questions like that.' He
wouldn't stay on, I knew that. Even if I begged and pleaded he
wouldn't postpone his discharge, his mind was already there, on the
outside. As for me, just the thought of the replacements that could
land on me – some pale-faced jerk of a platoon sergeant, for example,
who might show up here, or a homo, even, who knows – could drive
me bonkers. 'Where would they find you one like that?' Oshri would
ask every time the subject came up, trying to calm me down. 'Sergeants
are wild bastards, there's one everywhere you look. Don't worry, they'll
send you someone lousy, like me.' And I would answer that I could
rely on Furman; just to fuck me up he'd bring in a female sergeant.
Now Oshri sank into his sleeping bag, rolled up inside his faded
green sheet printed with a fake, subversive Middle Eastern version
of the Care Bears. He's leaving me, that little bastard. Just like
that, while we're at the front, he'll go off and start a different life.
I was even angry – somewhere deep inside I felt betrayed. In the
name of our friendship, in the name of our mission, in the name
of the knowledge that at the end of the day we had it good up
here, and we were good here, really, really good and professional,
better than we'd be anywhere else. I didn't know how I would pass
the time up there on the hill and in the infiltration operations and
training exercises without Oshri. He's the only one who understands
me. When my engine stalls he revs me up again. When I'm
on fire he cools me down. When I'm cold he's the only one who
knows how to warm my soul and when I'm hot he takes care to
stop me one minute before my tantrum lands me in military prison.
Only Oshri knows how to let me know when I'm being a jerk,
when I'm shooting my month off, out of control. He knows how
to throw it right back at me without pissing me off or hurting my
feelings. He says, 'Report to me for a heart-to-heart,' and I know
I've been an arsehole. He's modest, an introvert, warm. He's the
only person who knows everything about me and still – it's hard
to believe – loves me. And I know everything about him, too. Only
me. About the tattoo on his right arm, for example, which is always
covered with a patch to hide the shame. It was supposed to have
been a gesture to a Japanese tourist he met in Eilat. Her name was
Mika but the tattoo read 'Mike'. I'd warned him in advance but
Oshri, drunk, only noticed in the morning. When he exercised in
the gym in a white t-shirt everyone would shout at him, 'Come
on, take that stupid thing off,' trying to draw him out, get him to
expose himself. 'What's he hiding?' they would ask, pressing me
for information. But I never sold him out. And I never told anybody
that the little Yemenite has a cat at home. He looks like the type
who'd have a scary attack dog – an Amstaff or Rottweiler at the
very least. Not a Chihuahua or a cat. And yet it turns out that he
goes home and pets a little creature with a moustache, the kind
women like. And he's really strong-willed. Disciplined. A good boy.
Doesn't touch drugs, hasn't ever even tried them. I have friends in
my neighbourhood whose faces should be on Columbian postage
stamps. By the age of fourteen they were minor dope smokers,
making up all kinds of stories and telling me, 'It develops your brain,
this stuff. It's been proven!' By fifteen they'd got me used to sprinting
off whenever a squad car drove up, and by sixteen they were spending
nights in the police cells. I had no idea where they were by the time
we were seventeen. But until we lost touch they were in trouble
again and again, and I was their pet nerd. Hard to believe, but in
our neighbourhood gang, it was me who was known as the good
boy. Then along comes Oshri and steals my crown. Next to him
I'm a criminal. But soon he'll be gone. He says he'll email me, but
I don't even have a computer. And if I did, how exactly could I
send my thoughts, let off steam, get advice? So who am I left with?
Lila. Other than her, I'm all alone. But she can't understand the
things that happen to me, it's not possible. She can't understand
anything about the army. How could she? 'Start writing her letters,'
Oshri advised me. 'But only positive ones.'

I was thirteen when I visited Lila's house in the rich neighbourhood
on the other side of Afula for the first time. Her father
said to her, 'You're going to marry this boy' Just like that, in front
of me, in front of the aunts, ugly lows from the south who were
drinking coffee in the living room. Lila nearly fainted with embarrassment.
'Listen to what I'm telling you. I see how you look at
him and I know it's for life,' he insisted. And who would believe
it, but we're still together, not going anywhere, and it really is for
life. Before my first tour of duty in Lebanon I thought I would
keep the truth from her. I made something up about a nice, quiet
posting near the border, near a farming village. At the last minute
I realized the truth was preferable, because if I lied and then something
happened to me, God forbid, it would catch her by surprise,
explode in her face, and that would be much harder for her. I'd
seen girlfriends whose lives had caved in on them suddenly, in one
swoop, without warning. So I told her, 'Look, there's a chance I'll
get killed. That's the way it is in Lebanon. There's no plastering
over the truth, no sense in lying to you about this.' With the
sincerest words I knew I told her it was better for her to be prepared.
She asked why I was going, and I answered that it was an enormous
challenge for me, that was why I wanted to be there. On the
last night, before I crossed the border, we did it twice. When I was
completely spent, she put my dog tags around my neck and slipped
a little note inside the cloth pouch they were kept in. She made
me promise not to read it until the day of my release from the
army. And I promised. But what if I die without knowing what it
says? I'm often tempted to peek, because the feeling of having
missed something will turn heaven into hell if I go up there without
knowing what she wrote. But so far, I haven't looked. Sometimes,
when I'm bored, I nearly give in, but then I close my eyes and see
her lying on my bed in purple knickers (perhaps even a g-string),
slowly stroking her breasts, her head hanging back over the bed
and her hair falling to the floor, until I'm dying to run my hands
through her hair and over her hot belly, her soft skin, smooth as
a baby's, and like a magnet to continue down, to sneak in under
the cloth and squeeze, to feel how wet it is there because of me,
and to hope that in a few more seconds she'll be begging to feel
me there. I think about her trembling, and that's how I forget about
that little piece of paper . . .

Furman, the company commander, appeared suddenly in the
doorway. 'Come,' he said, all aggression. Last time we crossed
paths, he and I, was on the couch in his office during my squad's
basic training. Just us, face to face, sitting there until the middle
of the night trying to dismantle the landmines we'd laid between
us, each trying to back down from the heavy artillery we'd been
aiming at one another, to call a ceasefire, at least for a few weeks.
'Turning over a new leaf,' he'd said. 'It's only temporary,' I'd
answered. 'For the sake of the soldiers,' he'd said. 'For the sake of
the mission,' I'd countered. And eventually a ceasefire was in place.
He hates my guts, which is fine, legitimate, not everyone has to
love everyone else. They stuck him with me, that's clear, he took
me because he had no choice, he was forced into it, but now we're
at the front, our first time together, and everyone has to be a little
mature about this, since I'm part of the senior staff. So now, at
two-thirty in the morning, Furman was dragging me out for
another round of couples therapy. We went out into the darkness
like we were doing a sector briefing. Which I suppose in a way
it was. At first anyway – the warm-up exercises – there was plenty
to brief on, because the next day I had to pass on the battalion
positions and the call signals and landmarks to my squad and the
others as well, as duty officer.

'The Ali Taher mountain range battalion oversees six outposts,
remember? Beaufort and Dlaat belong to the IDF while Brosh,
Gamba, Hadar and Valencia belong to the SLA, our Christian
partners. We watch out for each other's arses, take care of overlapping
zones. By air we're six or seven miles from the Israeli border
at Metullah, our elevation is 2,460 feet above sea level, and we're
responsible for Marjayoun and the Litani River, which means this
place for years has been the eyes of Israel in southern Lebanon
and one of the most strategically important points in the Israeli
control of the entire northern region. Before we raised the flag here
in June 1982, the Palestinians were bombarding northern Galilee
from Beaufort. Here, you must keep alert, down over there are
tobacco factories, past them is the town of Nabatiye, then Tibnit
and Arb Salim and Jabel Zafi just beyond.' Furman described what
lay before us at lightning speed and I stood there tense and confused,
seeing nothing, absorbing nothing. 'The region is practically unpopulated,'
he continued, 'and on principle citizens don't just walk
around the sector, certainly not at night. If somebody approaches
you can be sure he's no innocent, so he's dead on the spot.'

Automatically,' I answered. 'No hesitation.'

'I don't remember it being so quiet here,' I muttered, and Furman
reminded me that at Beaufort there's no shouting, no loud talking,
lights off, no light-coloured clothes. 'You'll get used to it again,'
he said. 'A hundred soldiers are stationed here: Armoured Corps,
Ordnance Corps, Signal Corps, medics and of course us, the
infantry, who usually total about seventy guns. The outpost sits
on less than two acres of land. Under normal circumstances we
man four guard positions: White, Red, Blue and Green. But when
there's fog or we're on high alert we set up additional posts. Apart
from soldiers manning the guard positions, no one goes out in
daylight, no one goes out under the night sky, no one dares step
out from under that ten foot thick cement overhang. We live in
darkness. Even the toilets are more or less off limits now. The
architect who designed the toilets and showers separated them
from the living quarters and guard posts. They say he was fucking
drunk. Or maybe he just wanted to keep the germs and disease
and stench away from our small, airtight main building – a matter
of hygiene. We've found a reasonable solution to the problem: we
pee into empty plastic bottles and allow trips to the toilets only
for getting rid of the heavy loads, and during quiet interludes. As
for the heavy loads, they have been reduced here to record lows
and require the permission of an officer or one of the men on war
room duty.'

'During the time I served here,' I said, 'we sat on the loo first
thing in the morning and read the paper for as long as we wanted.'

'Things are different here now,' he said. 'Next: Dawn Alert.

Remember what that is?'

Yes, I remember. It's part of standard procedures. You wake up
in a good mood, like you've had a morning fuck. Every morning,
between five a.m. and six-thirty, the entire outpost is on its feet,
high alert, fully equipped. These are the danger hours: Hezbollah
loves the glow of sunrise, it's the ideal time for attacking the outpost,
the kind of attack that starts with combined hellfire: RPGs,
grenades, mortar shells, light artillery, everything all at once in an
intense opening onslaught, then the foot soldiers follow, trying to
storm the place, wipe us out. All the recent attacks on the outpost
have taken place in the dawn hours, when there's still no light, but
the night-vision equipment is no longer effective, when everything's
in this sort of in-between state and it's hard for us to pinpoint
where they're shooting from and it's hard for us to return their fire
and it's hard for us to function because it's hard to stay on your
feet at those hours. And the fighters are milfed.

I tried to break the ice by asking Furman where the hell that
word – milfed, milfered, milfistic, in all its permutations – had come
from. We were suddenly hearing it in every second sentence in the
army. 'Jesus, what a fucking stupid word,' I said, laughing. 'Who's
the twat who made it up?'

'It's an abbreviation,' he said without hesitation, 'for "military
fatigue.'"

'Wow, Furman, I am impressed. With that kind of general
knowledge I'd have made a bundle on TV ages ago,' I said. 'You
know, on Bible Quiz, or we could set you up with a hostess from
Wheel of Fortune.' Furman gave me a long, drawn-out, fucked-off
look. All right, so it wasn't funny, I admit it. I looked like a jerk.
But try to be polite, you fucking prick. Smile, I thought, so I don't
stand here like a complete tosser. I'd wound up as frozen as the
ice I was trying to break.

Early wake-up, Erez, which means being completely awake
during these critical hours, not just pretending to open your eyes,
not a bunch of worn-out soldiers who are sloppily organized –' he
took us right back to the matter at hand in that patronizing, sour
tone of his that hits me in the spleen like a fist – 'and it will be
your responsibility to make sure that everyone absorbs this way
down deep in their consciousness,' he said. At another time this
snub might have provoked me into losing my cool. But not tonight.

We fell silent, and all around us was the sharp hush that existed
out there, a numbing silence that is familiar only to those who
have had the privilege of standing high above the thick ring of
clouds on that isolated, barren peak at an hour when even the birds
are in their sleeping bags, enjoying their El Al business class eye
masks. There is no silence like it in all of Israel.

Winter was the season of swampy mud, and Furman and I
crossed the maze of open and covered trenches, dragging our feet
from guard post to guard post, replacing the air in our lungs that
we'd brought from home with this new air that was as pure as
laughing gas, and left frozen droplets of water on your tongue and
in your mouth when you drew a whistling breath. It's addictive,
so invigorating. When you're dying to be angry you can't, when
your body wants to be tense you're relaxed. A kind of nirvana. I
waited for Furman to be the first to squeeze the trigger, break the
silence.

'You know that you make one single mistake and you're out of
here, don't you?' he said as we passed the tank facing the main
gate, just before the final turn that would bring us back to the
building.

'Don't get your hopes up, there's not going to be a mistake,' I
replied.

'This posting is beyond your capabilities, Erez, you're not
equipped for this. Everyone here knows you well enough to know
you're going to mess it up. It's just a matter of time,' he said.

'What's your problem?' I asked, angry now. 'Do you think I don't
know you did everything in your power to keep me from promotion?
I actually do know. And now you're probably putting in overtime
in front of the mirror practising your "I told you so" speech
for Amos and the brigade commander. So you'd better start getting
used to this idea: you're going to be disappointed. I'm not leaving.'

'I don't know what kind of fairy tale world you're living in,'
Furman said, 'but I can tell you that I plan to be completely professional
with you, as professional and businesslike as possible. I'm
just warning you that all that will end with your first fuck-up. It's
up to you. You're welcome to surprise me.'

'You're afraid I'll surprise you, that's the problem. Amos put me
here because he knows the truth, he knows I can bring in operational
results, not just sit back and take the blows all the time. That I can
inject some courage into those boys and pursue encounters with terrorists.

That I'll send a few of those arseholes to Israel in black bags,
like we did back in the glory days of this place.'

It was the first time I'd seen the king of cool turn red, and even
the cold air and the quiet couldn't calm him down. He pushed me
hard in the chest against the tank. 'You've got the wrong idea altogether,'
he said. 'Nobody wants terrorists from you, nobody wants
assassinations, nobody wants confrontations with the enemy. You
have only one mission: you came up here with thirteen soldiers
and I want you to leave here with thirteen soldiers without a scratch
on them. That's all.'

'What are you trying to tell me?' I asked.

'I'm trying to tell you that I know your record,' he said, 'and
you haven't changed or matured by even a single day since doing
time in jail for disobeying orders. Believe me,' he continued, 'and
Amos and the brigade commander and the head of Northern
Command and the chief of general staff and God Himself will tell
you exactly what I'm about to: the IDF is not looking for complications
now, and certainly not the kind that are the initiative of a
gung-ho officer playing war games. Just keep cool.'

In those days I loved to say that a white-bread commander like
Furman could never have come from the units I'd passed through,
that the blond in his hair had seeped into his skull and messed up
the clearheadedness required for tactical planning, so that his mouth
fired off whole salvoes of statements of fear without shame. Captain
Ofir Furman had come to us from the pampered commando babes,
and this was enough for me, at the time, to explain all our problems.
Months of training under him had signalled to me that this
tour of duty would be filled with friction. I'd known all this, but
now that we'd come to the heart of it for the first time it was clear
that the situation was much worse than I'd thought. Furman was
going to try and turn me into a pot plant. And he was making a
big mistake. His irritating and threatening tone was still echoing
in my mind as he walked away towards the company leaving me
lagging a few steps behind, as I tried to digest it all.

At three a.m. we all jammed into the briefing room for our
welcome speech. Furman supplied us with ninety minutes' worth
of theory, maps, exercises and combat standing orders. Everyone
dozed off. Then the boys were sent off to sleep, but when you
finally get a chance to sleep is when you're most awake, because
of the fear, you're trying to piece together what you're supposed to
do if a barrage of mortar rains down on you suddenly, and if the
whole mess starts up right when you're dozing. Even God can't
help you then, when your head's spinning. You're tossed into your
pint-sized quarters where the bunks are stacked three high, with
so little space between them that there's no real room for you to
move around. You can't sit on them, you can only lie down. They
sway, they creak, when somebody climbs on them they all rock and
nearly break. The boys were too tired to argue over who was going
to get which bed, but Spitzer dared to ask if they were allowed to
undress. Oshri laughed. 'What a stupid question. It's going to be
a long time before you can take off your uniform, mate. All right,
that's enough, shut your mouths and your eyes.' It's really hard to
sleep in the infantry quarters, deep inside the building, where you
can hear radio static and people dragging heavy things down the
halls and running and shouting, and in the kitchen nearby pots are
being hurled to the floor, and there's the clanging of metal as squads
return from overnight ambushes at dawn and raid the dining room
for a lavish meal. All these sounds jumble up in your head. In the
submarine where we sleep – the officers and veterans – the light
is very dim because the lightbulbs have been scribbled over with
red or blue markers to minimize the halo of light that flickers over
the outpost. But where the boys sleep, in the inner rooms, the light
is on all the time, it's really strong, blinding, and it produces unnatural
colours, it's very psychedelic. Staring directly into the bulbs
mesmerizes you for a few minutes, until you feel dizzy and want
to puke. Now, the boys crawled into their sleeping bags in stunned
desperation, then thirty minutes later the loudspeakers announced
wake-up. Dawn Alert. Everyone tumbled out of the barracks for
ninety minutes, during which they sat dumbstruck and nodding
off on chairs made of broken wood and rusting metal at the entrance
to the security area, waiting for the hourglass to set them free.
Everyone was sitting except for my youngsters, who I told to stand,
with full gear on their backs, facing the green and white sign on
the western wall that proclaimed our mission statement, THE AIM: TO DEFEND ISRAEL'S NORTHERN BORDER, 
FROM MOUND DOV TO THE EAST TO ROSH HANIKRA IN THE WEST. Flags were draped across the walls, and the boys' faces were serious as they
absorbed the place, the outpost, the situation. They were excited.
Only Zitlawi's eyes drifted north to another place, filled with girls
posing nude or in bikinis.
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When you're young, Beaufort is a big, bustling diner where you're
not even the Arab guy who chops vegetables; you're the migrant
worker who soubs away the scum of oil splattered on the utensils,
the plates, the stainless steel. And guard duty? An hour and a half
at a time followed by three hours of 'rest', then another ninety
minutes, over and over again for the entire day. 'Rest' means back
into the kitchen, and, for a little variety, outpost chores. The
company sergeant major takes you every once in a while to pour
diesel fuel into the generator, which stands at the remotest edge
of the outpost, so that if the fuel tanks are hit by mortar shells we
won't be blasted into the sky. When he takes you for a walk you're
elated, you take a stolen glance at the world, say hello to the tanks,
kick stones down the path, and it's all a real pleasure – except that
you come back splattered with oil, aware that there may be two
weeks between you and your next shower.

The Beaufort kitchen was unlike any kitchen you'll find in the
IDF today, mainly because it had no running water. The washing
of dishes took place in laundry tubs, one with soap for scrubbing
and the other for rinsing. There were no hoses. Twice a week, on
Mondays and Thursdays, a water truck driven by an SLA guy
made its way up to us, equipped with iron chains and a coded
lock that prevented the water tank it carried from being broken
into along the way. At the entrance to Beaufort, the outpost doctor
would remove the lock and check the water quality with a special
poison-testing kit. The lack of water also regulated showering, so
that a single shower was allocated to every soldier for each period
of two-and-a-half to three weeks, subject, of course, to the
frequency of mortar attack warnings. At least the food at Beaufort
was excellent, better than any soldier could dream up in his fevered
imagination. On that, everyone was agreed. The very best rations
in the entire IDF were sent to Beaufort; everything that Chili,
our cook, could possibly think of to ask for was provided by the
army caterers back in Israel. They sent every kind of cheese – hard
cheese, feta, Swiss, Roquefort, mozzarella – and banana-flavoured
milk and non-dairy cream and all kinds of puddings in all the
best flavours, and French mustard and fantastic salads and schnitzel
and Lebanese kebab and carton loads of oven chips and first-class
spreads. Real gourmet meals. We had everything except for chicken.
Chicken was never sent to Beaufort because it spoils too quickly.
No more than twenty soldiers would show up for breakfast and
about forty for lunch (the sergeants were sleeping then), but every
evening, when the sun went down, the outpost went into party
mode. Nobody missed the massive, meat-based meals that were
the centrepiece of our days, around which everything turned. For
the boys it was also the cause of their nightmares: the Great Wall
of dishes piled up for washing on the floor of the back kitchen.
A mere three soldiers on kitchen duty were meant to tackle the
whole lot, struggling right through until morning. But even before
the first meal, River and Bayliss had held a vote (at my command)
that determined that all the soldiers in our squad would lend a
hand each night to the three on duty. If they worked together like
a well-oiled machine, I explained, they would be quick to discover
new methods for washing and drying and storing the copious
quantities of pots and cutlery.

On their very first day of kitchen duty under Chili they really
messed up. That's what happens when you don't know the legend
or the man. They gathered around the dishwashing tubs for a
training session after breakfast had been put away, and Zitlawi
opened his mouth. He started talking and didn't notice that Chili
was listening.

'What do you mean you didn't get an erection?' Zitlawi asked,
attacking River. 'How could you not get an erection? That's not
possible. Are you taking the piss? Please tell me you're talking bullshit.
What are you, a homo? That's fine, sweet-heart, really, I don't
have a problem with that, just let us know so we can set you up
with a great job in the air force. All kinds of perks there. But listen
to your old mate for a minute: where I come from, when some
sweet little sixteen year old checks out your M16, it guides itself
into the firing position of an Iraqi scud missile. And no cold
weather or birds or cows or ATVs should have fucked up your
sensors. You would have tarnished the reputation of the entire
company, brother. I hope you understand the enormity of your
fuck-up.'

'She wasn't my type', River said. 'With me these things are very
specific' The squad demanded specifics. 'First of all, she has to be
athletic,' he announced without hesitation, 'plus, creamy skin is a
must, ditto green or blue eyes. South American origin, long, flowing,
curly, hair, the right sized tits. She's got to love sports and hiking,
and if she isn't mad about the beach then she's out of the running.
She should have the name of a real quality babe, something like
Avishag, let's say.' Over the scrubbing tub Zitlawi demanded more
detail about the tits. 'Be professional about this. Give us a bra size.'
River, who was already red-faced and hunched under the squad's
expectant gaze politely refused. If you ask me, he had already realized
that Hodaya was simmering somewhere inside him and that
he would go out looking for her, whether or not he might succeed.
Oshri and I laughed quietly, because there's no such thing as a
babe whose name begins with an 'H', every old-timer knows that.
Any girl whose name begins with an 'H' – or any vowel sound, for
that matter – can not be really gorgeous. Ever. A tested truth. No
Avishag, no Hodaya. I don't even need to see the objects of this
boy's fantasies to know I'm right. Babes are Sharon Stone, Sigal
Simchon. Too bad for the fellow, he's going to take a bad fall.

'Tell me, Bayliss,' Zitlawi said, shifting his attention. 'Sixteen
year old religious girls: what do they know about the facts of life?
No, really, I'm asking. I'm serious. It's an important question, don't
you think? Philosophical. Psychological. Ideological. Does someone
teach them the things that are worth knowing? Does someone,
let's say, spread their legs gently and make nice with them? Because
the truth is, I stood there facing that holy virgin of yours in that
cowshed and I felt real compassion for her, because I knew how
much good I could do her. How I could set that girl on fire. But
she'll never get the chance.'

This is where they tripped up. Chili is not the kind of guy to
ignore a paedophilic monologue. He's got a gentle soul, and morals.
He's religiously traditional. When someone messes around with
the sanctity of women he sees red. He came over, restrained, to
check on their work, see how they were doing. He spotted a grain
of rice on an orange plastic cup, and inflicted an inhuman punishment
on them: the bleaching of all the kitchen's utensils, which
would take an entire day, right up until the loudspeakers announced
Dawn Alert again.

While this was going on, Oshri and I took them out in threes
for a tour of the guard posts, their first look around in daylight.
They dashed from the entrance of the security area to Green, the
northern post, the most isolated and distant of the four. They wore
helmets and flak jackets topped with warm coats and gloves, not
yet accustomed to the cold. They peered into what was about to
become their lives, into the enormous ancient fortress – known as
The Rock – and at the tattered and dusty flag flying at the top of
the pole, the rips and tears of which are clearly visible from below.
You don't replace a flag that bears a history, a certain pride and
honour, I told them.

As it moves from the breathtaking fortress to the ugly outpost
alongside, the eye catches, off to the left, a low whitewashed wall
with a metal plaque chained to it. The date on the plaque has
faded, the text is missing in places, but the last line is deeply
engraved: THE BEAUFORT WAS CAPTURED BY THE SOLDIERS AND COMMANDERS OF T H E GOLANI RECONNAISSANCE UNIT,

THE BATTLE TOOK THE LIVES OF GONI HARNICK, YOSSI ELIEL, GILBEN - AKIVA, RAZ GUTERMAN, YARON ZA- MIR , AVIKAM SHERF. WHERE DO YOU FIND MEN LIKE THE ONE WHO WAS AS A WEEPING WILLOW, AND LIKE AN ANCIENT FORTRESS,  AT THE END OF HIS ROAD?? Those boys had a real literary streak
back then, in the eighties. I showed my squad the key targets. The
closet populated settlement, a mere six hundred and fifty feet down
the hill, was Arnoun. The new Arnoun was a village of about one
hundred buildings, well paved and fairly progressive. To its right
was the old, abandoned Arnoun, which had been a stronghold for
terrorists until the IDF removed them. The constant presence of
terrorists at the foot of Beaufort, where the access road to our
outpost split off from the main road, was intolerable. According
to the intelligence, an old woman, living alone was the only person
left now, living alone behind the heavy concrete barriers blocking
the entrance to visitors.

From Green you can see everything. Yukhmur is in plain view,
straight ahead. A little to its left is the Nikras road, which connects
all the outposts, from Dlaat to Beaufort to Gamba and beyond.
Green was made up of three guard posts, two of which were
protected by domes and concrete roofs with the aim of minimizing
damage from mortar attack. I told them honestly that there was
no way of surviving a direct hit. The visibility from inside the fortified
position was limited, providing clear observation for only about
thirty feet, not much more, so during daylight it was necessary to
post a man outside as well. One soldier was inside while the other
stood outside. Outside the guard posts the concrete barriers
protected only the lower body; the body was exposed from the
chest up. What more was there to know? At each guard post there
was a MAG heavy machine-gun, always loaded and ready to fire.
Behind each were two emergency fortified shelters so that the
soldiers could take cover if need be.

We continued our tour. It was pitch black in the trenches and
they were lined with long fluorescent strips in orange, yellow and
green to keep the men from stumbling. Outside, everything was
camouflaged in an olive colour, with the occasional black netting,
and there were endless stairs, everything hidden from view by walls
of sandbags. A big old shipping container that sat in the parking
area, riddled with holes from shrapnel, was our storeroom. Once
upon a time they played football here, in the carefree eighties, and
sunbathed lying on the front of a tank in their underwear. These
days we stayed in uniform even in our sleeping bags.

We reached Red, the eastern guard post that commanded a
view of the rest of the outpost and of the access road. There's a
60 mm mortar shell there, two covered guard posts and an
exposed position for escape under attack. White, our southern
post, is closer to deserted Arnoun. It has one manned covered
post and two exposed posts that are usually not in use. The field
of vision is limited here and only marginally effective; mainly you
can see the Litani River, but if Hezbollah tried to attack on foot
it would probably come from here because White is where the
hill is least steep. From here you can see Manzurieh, an SLA
outpost with batteries of cannons. Israel, too: you can see Metullah,
and Kiryat Shmona.

After that I introduced them to the guys from the Intelligence,
the soldiers who listen around the clock to static that comes from
the screen of a broken computer. Every once in a while you hear
a click and they say, 'There, a car just drove down the road,' or
'There, a car is braking.' Work that one out. I suppose it helps,
maybe when there's fog, but those boys, what can I say? Have pity
on them. They work and sleep round the clock in that same little
room with those grating metallic noises and yelps and brakes and
chirps. After two years at Beaufort is there any chance of them
being anything but utterly insane? They did seem strange to us,
cut off, new immigrants with glasses the size of television screens.

We continued our tour. The wild chirping and the soft whisper
of the radio accompanied us the whole way, and from time to time
the rumble of armoured personnel carriers shook the earth. 'So,
River,' I asked, 'what have you got to say?'

'Exotic,' he answered. 'Fucking exotic'

By the time the sun rose on the next day they were deep into
the silent, grinding boredom that is outpost routine, from guard
duty to kitchen duty to maintenance duty. They would gather up
the piss bottles and spent shells from the guard posts, which after
a night of guard duty looked like the remains of a Fourth World
War. They would polish the MAG machine-guns, and if we were
lucky and the skies were quiet, they were also sent on lightning
missions to disinfect the toilets – three toilets for one hundred men
equals a nuclear holocaust; they make the public restrooms at the
Rafiah border crossing into Gaza look like the King David Hotel.
They'd sweep and wash down the secure area again and again in
a futile attempt to keep at bay the clinging mud that the men
brought back with them to the linoleum floors and concrete courtyard.
'Where have they dumped us?' I heard Bayliss asking in
despair. 'This was supposed to be a war, they promised us war, and
it turns out there isn't one. Not even a feeling of danger. Yeah, I
know, we came in on that scary convoy, but that was it. Since then
it's been nothing but talk, and if you ask the sergeants when there's
no officer around, they'll tell you that the stated threats are
completely detached from reality. All we are doing hard labour.
Donkey work. Where's the real thing?'
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On our sixth night on the hill, Mickey Bayliss stopped wearing
his kippa. He waited for me to leave the submarine and went in
to inform Oshri. Next he went to tell the boys, who were already
buried deep in their sleeping bags. He made his announcement,
picked up his flak jacket and went off to guard duty. The squad
was paralyzed, that's the only way to describe it. It seemed
completely illogical. No one spoke. When he returned they were
waiting for him, awake and curious, and they bombarded him with
questions: which sins had he already committed and which were
still in the planning stages? And with whom? Zitlawi offered hearty
congratulations to the new member of the jerk off club, to the
league of the heavy abusers. Spitzer promised to fix him up with
his first secular girl, Emilio described in great detail the juicy slab
of pork he would season and grill for him. Truth is, we love surprises,
but not a single fake smile managed to cover up the inexplicable
feeling of sadness that pervaded the barracks just then. I knew it
wasn't easy to stay religious, to keep the commandments, in our
squad. I'd seen it often enough: good guys cutting corners. On the
Sabbath, smoking a cigarette they claimed had been lit by someone
else. On a holy day, keeping one eye on the television they insisted
had been turned on by someone else. In the end, even they're
watching porn videos. And when Dave from the war room, a bearded
redhead with the black kippa of the seriously religious, ran around
like a mad thing, desperately hunting for enough men to form a
quorum for prayer, they'd avoid him. All of them but Bayliss. Bayliss
never once missed morning prayers, afternoon prayers, evening
prayers. He talked about the obligation, the calling, the 'personal
fortitude'. He was no fanatic, not bigoted or blind to other opinions
and lifestyles, but we all saw him as a star of the religious
Zionist world, our hope and pride. And here he was suddenly
looking us straight in the eye and telling us he'd decided to take
a break. Maybe for a year, he said, maybe ten, maybe for his whole
life. He no longer had the spiritual willpower, didn't feel strong
enough, wasn't worthy of representing us. And if he wasn't worthy,
then there was no need for him to continue wearing a kippa. On
the contrary, he said he would be putting the religious Zionists to
shame if he kept it on.

The knitted kippa guys of the religious Zionist camp had become
the backbone of our brigade – in fact, of all the Infantry brigades.
They were the best fighters and were growing in numbers and
strength. They were a new generation, not like their settler fathers,
not like anything that the state religious schools had produced in
the past. Ours were a different breed: no more ragged parkas or
tattered sandals; no longer the heavy beards of diaspora Jews. They'd
done away with a look that set them apart and now they looked
the same as us. They dressed like us and wore their hair like us,
they talked like us, liked the same films, the same music. They knew
how to party like the best of us. They didn't even always have a
kippa on their heads. They were determined not to be prejudiced
against, told that they weren't good enough, or didn't keep the
commandments strictly enough to call themselves card carrying
members of the religious Zionist club. They like to say that maybe
one day they'll mend their ways and study and wear their kippas
again. They call themselves 'pocket-kippa boys' and some of them
screw as many girls as we do. Really, I swear it, this generation actually
fucks, because they know how to bend their religious obligations
since those rules are no longer the centre of their lives. But
when it comes to loving the Land of Israel, patriotism, to sacrifice,
even to friendship, they're the best, the most 'religious' of us all, and
often the most extreme. With body-building, too, nobody can
compete with their enthusiasm and determination to succeed. These
guys are achievers, go-getters, they dream of a kippa-weanng chief
of staff and they believe they'll win over the people of Israel through
battle and sacrifice. They've already filled the ranks of the battalions,
the reconnaissance units, officer training. Just before enlisting
they prepare answers to all the questions. Tools. When a secular
friend on duty with them says, 'Prove to me that there's a God,' or
in bed, during late night talks, if he comes up with something really
tricky like 'What possible reason is there for me not to jerk off?'
these guys will never be tongue-tied. Sometimes it seemed as though
to be one of them, part of that perfect world, was the sexiest thing
possible, those boys were the army's most popular brand name. I'd
been handed a mainly secular squad, which was rare, unusual, but
I had Bayliss. And Bayliss was one of their leaders, ethical and
strong-willed, the poster child, the one everyone everywhere knew
and loved, the one who knew everything about everyone like only
a religious person with aunts and uncles and cousins in every settlement
and outpost can know, and still hang on to his principles.
When he announced that he'd decided to stop wearing his kippa,
it wasn't really the kippa that bothered us. It was the way Bayliss
had decided to give it up, just like that, when all around us the religions
soldiers were doing so well, putting forward such a solid front.

I joined him at his guard post at midnight. He was surprised,
even a bit taken aback, and didn't say hello. I asked him why he'd
renoved the kippa but he just muttered a dejected 'That's that.' I
hung around, waiting for him to speak. Bayliss didn't utter a word.
So I hunted for words that would break the ice. 'So,' I asked, 'what
happened? All of a sudden there's no God?'
'It's all over,' he answered. He explained that he'd had enough,
that he was wasted in terms of being a religious person. I kept
asking again and again what he meant by wasted, but he didn't
respond. I tried pissing him off, I asked him what his parents would
say, what kind of an example this would set for all those soldiers
who looked up to him. A few long minutes passed before he finally
began to talk.

Bayliss told me he hadn't met any secular people until he was
fourteen. He encountered them for the first time when Rabbi
Schwarz arranged to take the children in his village, Nov, to a
demonstration in Rabin Square in Tel Aviv, which was called the
Kings of Israel Square back then. Another demonstration followed
that one, and then another. The struggle against the Israeli withdrawal
from the Golan Heights punctured the first hole in his
well-insulated bubble. In a little religious village like theirs there
was no chance some secular girl would walk across the grass waving
temptation before your eyes. Everyone you know, everyone you've
ever met in your short life, is part of the world of faith. The girls
study in a girls' school in Tiberias, the boys in a religious boarding
school. At six a.m. they are already at prayer, then they study religious
subjects until midday and secular subjects like computers and
literature in the afternoon. At six in the evening they start up with
the faith lessons again, before finishing the day with the Talmud.
No movies, no going to the cinema, there was no television at the
yeshiva. Cigarettes were forbidden, buses only came twice a week
and the only pub (not for people under twenty) served the same
stuff for the same price, year after year. There was a once-yearly
visit to Tel Aviv with your parents. And above all in school there
was politics, where you wouldn't find a single leftist. He remembered,
before Prime Minister Rabin was assassinated, wishing time
and again for exactly that to happen. It was in their thoughts, and
when it took place few tears were shed. When they were told to
send a representative from the village to the funeral they were hardpressed
to find a volunteer. Was this a result of the attitude of the
state religious schools? Maybe, but Rabin had broken his promises,
Bayliss told me.

'We weren't superhuman, he said, 'just human. A little more
restrained, but living with all the same urges, jerking off, everyone
jerks off, if not at thirteen like the secular kids then three years
later. And just like other sixteen year old boys, we talked about
girls. But we didn't say, "I screwed her," or "I touched her breasts."

'I've never in my life talked about a woman's breasts,' he was
careful to tell me. But there are other ways of saying things. Instead
of 'I turned her on,' they'd say, 'I had some business with her,' and
everyone knew what that meant. And when some rude bloke asked,
'How far did the business go?' and you answered 'far' or 'a little'
or 'almost all the way', the most important thing was not to be
specific. They'd made up a language of their own, and they would
switch letters to hide swear words, like 'trick' instead of 'prick,' or
a 'son of a witch'. To this very day they still say 'loobs' instead of
'boobs' in Bayliss's village. It's a matter of holiness. They didn't
have sex education in the schools, still don't. Bayliss met his first
girlfriend thanks to a mix-up with telephone numbers. A completely
secular girl. They nearly had sex on their first date. It was when
he was sixteen, on the Lag BaOmer holiday. She was from the south
– Kiryat Gat – and he was from way up in the Golan Heights.
His parents thought he was at boarding school. He snuck out of
school at one in the afternoon and hitchhiked to Kiryat Gat,
arriving at six. She was waiting for him in her room. They went
to the beach. She asked if he'd already done stuff and he said he
had, tried to play it cool. But he didn't know where to touch her,
what to do; he didn't even know how to kiss her, so how in hell
was he supposed to know how to take her bra off? How could he
know he was supposed to take it off? She dropped hints, he got it
wrong. What a jerk he was! They sat talking for a while. She moved
in on him with her hands. In his wildest dreams he'd never imagined
anything like this, hadn't gone looking for it, it just came to
him suddenly from heaven. They stayed together, really turned on,
all night. At two a.m. she asked him if he had a condom. He didn't
know what she was talking about. He'd heard the word on TV but
he didn't really know what it was. And he certainly didn't have
one. On the way home he realized his life as he'd known it was
shattering. He'd done what he'd done and the sky hadn't fallen.
He'd even enjoyed himself.

It was back then that all his doubts began. By mid morning he
was back at school, late for a class given by Rabbi Uri, who'd been
raised as secular, on a kibbutz, but who had become religious and
was now a teacher. During the break he locked himself in the
toilets with his best friend and told him he'd had some business.
Business? his friend asked. They weren't supposed to touch girls,
let alone screw them – doing that would put his whole life in
danger. But even there, in the heartland of the religious Zionist
faithful, a bloke who travelled all the way to the city to do business
with a girl was a stud, a superstar. And anyone who began to
open up to the secular world got hooked and became anxious to
learn more about it, desperate for a taste of what lay beyond the
forbidden mountain. Bayliss would sneak out – his parents thought
he was at boarding school, at school they thought he was at home
– and sometimes he would take his friend and they would tear up
the city. Their classes on faith didn't fortify them, he started sleeping
in and missing the morning prayers. Three weeks later he hitchhiked
south again. On the way he stopped at a chemist, at her
urging. He took off his kippa at her front door. If he was going to
have sex without getting married, if he was going to desecrate
God's name, then at least it should be without the kippa on his
head. It was crucial not to represent religious Zionism in a bad
light. That's the way they are, Bayliss explained to me: if they're
going to vandalize a bus stop or spray graffiti on the walls of a
school or break into a football field, they'll take their kippas off
first. It's an important statement.

So there he was, and the girl said, 'I'm going to have a shower.
Want to join me?' Nothing came out of his mouth for a full five
minutes, then he joined her. They only had three condoms, but
they managed. It was a wild Sabbath for them both, his first time.
And outside, the rivers kept on flowing at their pace. Meanwhile,
back in Nov, Haim, his neighbour, had been going out with Tzurit
for three years. He'd call her sweetheart sometimes and maybe even
declare his love for her, but he didn't dare touch her. And if his
hand brushed against her shoulder, by accident, he'd apologize
immediately: 'Sorry, I didn't mean to!' In the late spring the boys
would swim in their underwear at a local reservoir during breaks.
When their rabbi came looking for them they would duck under
the water and stay there for a minute or more. Then, after a cow
entered the water and couldn't get out, slowly sinking and then
drowning, they stopped going there out of fear. But there, at the
edge of the water, Bayliss also smoked for the first time and had
his first look at a Playboy magazine that was keeping the entire
class occupied, passed from hand to hand.

He'd thought that in the army he would mend his ways, leave
behind the foolishness. But the army, according to Bayliss, was
even worse. In spite of his account of a lust-filled adolescence, it
was the army that was ruining religious boys, exposing them to
temptation and placing them in an impossible situation. 'I don't
feel like pretending any more,' he said. 'At home, safe in my environment,
I could handle it. But here, what options do I have? I
could try to become more religious, improve myself, be less despicable,
strengthen my resolve. But I don't have the spiritual fortitude
to spend time doing it, work out what's really happening to
me. I can't even get up for prayers in the morning. Any secular
person would look at me now and see a disgrace and he'd hold the
religious world in contempt because of me. I take my hat off to
anyone who can survive his army service as a religious person. Not
me, I'm not strong enough, not up to the challenge. I set myself
a mission and failed.'

And what about God?' I asked.

'I don't know,' he answered. 'Maybe there's such a thing as
personal providence. I'm not sure. Who knows?'

Over the next few months, on furloughs home, he would put
the kippa back on as the bus climbed towards the Golan Heights.

In Nov, he continued to attend prayer services, living in two worlds.

No one there would guess that Menahem Bayliss's son was no
longer religious, that he'd broken ranks. He had one very religious,
very observant sister who had completed her national service for
religious women and was now studying at the nation's Orthodox
university, Bar Ilan. Another sister had been living for years in a
West Bank settlement. He, too, was well thought of, a nice young
man who said hello in the street, and the locals were convinced
he'd go far. He couldn't break the soul and spirit and image of his
family just for a few more hours of sleep on Saturday mornings.
So his father could continue to believe that his son was one of
them while his mother, who knew the truth, could believe with all
her heart that this was only a passing phase.

When a guard from the next shift came to replace Bayliss, I
walked him back to the secure area. I searched his face for emotion
but he appeared unmoved.

I brought a boiling cup of black coffee with three sugars to
Oshri, in bed. 'What's the matter, don't you love me any more, you
shithead?' I asked, trying to draw fire. 'Truth is,' he said, 'if you'd
grow a pair of big tits I'd marry you. Really.' Oshri was right, of
course. How could you not marry someone who brings you coffee
like this, the best in southern Lebanon? 'So, what'll it take, brother?'
I continued, acting like the child that I am. 'A sex change operation?
And what if I come out as ugly as a dog? What then? I'll
be left with nothing.' He made another X on his wall chart as
though he'd been waiting all day to do it, so he could make my
eyes burn. Couldn't he have waited till I wasn't around? I winced.
'Oh come on, are you going to start moaning to me about it again?'
he asked. 'We'll warm up the girls for you in Colombia. What's
wrong with that? You should thank me.'

At seven in the morning, when the boys were mopping the
floors, Furman called me in for an officers' meeting, and took us
through the intelligence reports. He said there was a good chance
something was going to happen, that we shouldn't be fooled by
the quiet. Hezbollah had taken up positions in a ring around the
tobacco factories, putting them in a strong position to fire rockets
and mortar shells at us. We leaned over the aerial photo of the Ali
Taher mountain range as Furman drew a red circle on the shiny
laminate and outlined how in the past forty-eight hours five enemy
supply trucks had been spotted arriving at the site and unloading
large wooden crates. Next he read an encrypted message from
Command Intelligence, something about weaponry being sent by
Tehran to Hezbollah via Damascus. The two things were perhaps
connected, he said. I asked why we weren't bombing the position.
After all, we knew they were there. Furman ignored me, didn't
even glance at me, and continued his briefing, mentioning Wadi
Zirin, which had been quiet in the past few days.

'Was that a stupid question?' I persisted. 'Tell me if that was a
stupid question, because I don't think it was. I'm trying to understand
the logic of sitting here like morons in the outpost while
Hezbollah are gaining a stronghold.'

When Command tell us to attack,' Furman responded, 'we'll
attack.'

'Why the hell aren't we at least recommending it?' I asked.

'Hey, Erez,' Furman said, mocking me, 'you're even more useful
than I'd thought! Until I'm asked to attend a cabinet meeting, do
me a favour and stick to your job.' My job, at that time, was to
prepare my squad for their first operational mission: a one night
ambush on the access road. Yes, and it sounded pretty depressing
and futile – lying like a fossil in the bushes just sixty or seventy
feet from the gate of the outpost – but that was our mission. 'Really,
I'm very sorry we're not sending you to set up ambushes in Beirut,'
Furman continued, his voice filled with contempt. 'In the meantime
you'll have to make do with the menial task of preventing
terrorists from getting near the outpost.'

It wasn't even a real ambush, just what's known as a 'patrol'.
Fifteen boys hiding along the edges of a winding stretch of the
path that runs up to Beaufort, a blind spot to the guard posts above.
From seven in the evening until four-thirty in the morning you
pray for a terrorist to leave the comfort of his warm bed on a
winter's night and make an heroic attempt to break through, driving
away your boredom. In the past, Hezbollah had managed to come
within ten yards or so of the outpost and plant landmines. If our
access road were mined we'd be cut off for days without food or
fuel, and one of our vehicles might be blown sky high. And of
course the outpost would be in danger of being stormed. For two
years now the enemy had tried repeatedly to raid Beaufort and get
inside the fortress, mow down a few soldiers and plant a yellow
flag while a TV crew from Al-Manar captured the victory on film,
to be used for boosting morale, of course.

A patrol on the access road reduces the chance of just such a
fiasco because it gives us the advantage of surprise. Reduces, but
doesn't remove it; on a foggy night even a whole cluster of ambushes
wouldn't save us. On thick grey nights like those, a terrorist with
balls could come in through the gate, sleep with us in the submarine,
wake up in the morning before the rest of the outpost and
kill everyone before going back home, happy and content, with one
of Chili's schnitzels and a carton of chocolate milk in his hand.
When there's thick fog everything shuts down. You can't see two
feet in front of you. The guards shake in their boots when they
hear the sound of martens and weasels running around in the
undergrowth. Is that an animal or a bearded terrorist about to slit
your throat from behind? You're welcome to guess. In this kind of
situation you hold on tightly to your MAG, tenser than ever, but
there's nothing you can do. And there are lots of foggy nights on
this mountain. So why the hell do we let ourselves sit around
waiting for this evil to come and get us, instead of striking first
and taking out the threat in advance with an attack on the hideout
where they're polishing their swords and preparing to storm us?

Straight after the briefing I gathered the squad for a talk about
the ambush that night. I made them line up near the medical bay
where the stretchers were always ready. I had to be tough with
them, I didn't have a choice. 'The terrorists are watching us,' I told
them. 'They're checking out every IDF outpost, one by one,
weighing up which is the best to hit. If they sense that we're in a
muddle they'll attack. If, on the other hand, they can see we're
completely prepared and in shape, they'll go for it somewhere else.
The Hezbollah men are no fools, they want to make it home safely,
too. So they'll always take on the units whose combat readiness is
weak. Even weeds on dirt embankments are a sign that things
aren't in order, and could put us right in their sights. It's a matter
of life and death.' I decreed that wearing gloves was prohibited in
spite of the miserable cold since, I explained, as gloves made it
hard to squeeze the trigger, lengthened reaction time and hampered
accuracy. True, the other squads were allowed to keep warm at
night, but that wouldn't pass muster with me; my squad would
have to get used to the cold. After that I gave them a schedule for
the gym (practically a closet, in fact, with exercise bicycles gathering
dust, five barbells and a treadmill that the company had won
on the brigade sports day). Only my squad used the gym, maybe
because sports gear was forbidden from use at the outpost and
exercising in uniform was a particularly stinky affair, made worse
by the fact that the chances of a shower afterwards were almost
nil. I also made it clear that there was no using the toilets without
my permission, even if that meant waking me up. I had to know
where every one of them was at all times. As for the one phone
at the outpost – an ancient, black, faulty army telephone – I let
them use it between seven and eight p.m. only, a time when the
long queue made getting a turn virtually impossible. The entire
battalion fought over that one wretched line, with conversations
from other outposts and operations rooms crossing lines and messing
up the connection. And if by some miracle you managed to work
your way up to the receiver, you'd get jabbed from behind and
people would gesture at their watches. Two conversations, one with
your mother and one with your girlfriend? Are you out of your
mind? That's out of the question! You have to make a choice. Long
personal calls from Beaufort were only possible in the dead of night,
say, when you came off guard duty. Everyone did that; only my
squad was forbidden. 'How am I supposed to keep in touch with
my girlfriend?' Zitlawi asked me. 'First get yourself a girlfriend,' I
told him, 'and then we'll teach you how to write letters.' And to
finish up, I gave them another test: What's 'Caesar?' Caesar is the
code name for the outpost. And what's 'Two?' 'Three' means operations
in Israel, but what the hell is 'Two?' And where's the 'Dump?'
And what's the code name for the observation post in Marjayoun?
Wake up! 'Emilio, what's the code name for Manzurieh?'

'Milano,' he answered.

'Congratulations,' I said, 'you've just used up your whole quota
of stupidity for our time at the front! I'm adding another week to
your first tour.'

Are you out of your mind?' Zitlawi let fly, and he was given an
extra week as well. All together, including the punishment they'd
received over the saga of their late arrival, those two wouldn't be
seeing home for fifty-six days.

7

Potato crisps make noise. Pretzels make noise. Chocolate Kif Kef
bars don't, provided that you take off the wrapper first. Wrappers
make noise. So does sucking sweets. When you're preparing to go
out on an ambush you give a lot of thought to the food that goes
out with you. In enemy territory a bag of Ruffles could cost you
your life. Make a rustling noise and you're exposed. Hezbollah is
listening. Drop a wrapper and expect to be bombarded.

Just before zero-hour you enter the kitchen and organize provisions.
The IDF provides a portion of beef jerky and chocolate bars
– the good kind, Elite chocolate with nuts, the one with the red
cow on the wrapper, so you feel like they're really investing in you.
There are bread rolls, too, which you squeeze and knead until
they're about as thick and compressed as a broomstick so that they
take up as little room in your bag as possible. You fill them with
sliced cheese and jam, an Ethiopian dish that has caught on in the
infantry over the last few years. Then you add a large helping of
gummy bears and chocolate covered wafers that you've brought
from home. And of course there are the losers who pack dates and
raisins (dominant mothers, I guess, or troubled childhoods). All
this you shove into your treat pack, cramming in everything you
can. Within twenty minutes it's all one big sticky mess. Bits of
beef jerky stuck to chocolate, chocolate stuck to gummy bears.
Tastes like shit, but everybody is hooked on it.

The treat pack is a brilliant invention, part of every soldier's
equipment. It's basically a lunch bag made out of khaki-coloured
corduroy that's been attached to your backpack or flak jacket, and
it's specially designed for ambushes. You can run, jump, roll on the
ground and that treat pack won't make a sound. It won't fall off,
either. Only don't forget, no wrappers inside.

At ninety minutes to sunset, Oshri instructs the squad to start
preparing. They take off their army boots and smear them with oil
to waterproof them, then they pile on the heavy clothes: long underwear,
Thermax trousers and shirts, combat uniform, a layer of fleecelined
clothes, and to top it all off, a storm suit and flak jacket. They
wear nomex gloves and three pairs of heavy socks, one on top of
the other and a pair of overboots, too. On their heads they wear a
Madonna set, a black cloth headband with a microphone and earpiece.
Each soldier puts eight full machine-gun magazines into his
backpack along with two hand grenades, two torches (one standard,
one red) and a fluorescent stick-light. You add a probe too, which
is a long, sharp rod for testing suspicious objects: with it you can
strike a stone to make sure it isn't a fake one made from fibreglass
and manufactured in Iran, its hollow insides concealing a deadly
landmine. And four heat packs, which can reach a temperature of
about 50°C (just don't let them touch your skin). A compass, too,
and night-vision equipment and a pair of binoculars. And the treat
pack, of course. Every item that goes out with a soldier on a mission
like this, even the piss bottle and the canteen and the helmet, are
roped to the side of the backpack to ensure that nothing will be
left behind or fall when it's time to retreat. Oshri adds spare radios
and replacement batteries. River slips in a shit pack, an airtight bag
that fits in your helmet and is designed for taking a dump while in
enemy territory. When the bag is full, the squad seals it carefully
and brings it back to the outpost for proper burial. If we leave our
droppings out there, in the places the IDF has selected for ambushes,
we'll expose our hiding places to the terrorists. If we're talking about
an overnight ambush it's fair to demand that a sane and healthy
soldier hold it in, and anyway, when we go out for a day or more
we take 'Stop-It' pills, which make us constipated for at least seventytwo
hours. Don't try it. Release, when it finally comes, rips you to
shreds. And yet, in spite of it all, there's never been a single ambush
that some soldier didn't stink up. We have to be prepared.

The boys pop off one by one for a final shit while Bayliss mans
the sewing machine, knocking up a few last treat packs for those
who don't have them. River checks everyone's veins, prodding them
and trying to commit them to memory, forcing himself to believe
he'll be able to administer an IV with his eyes closed, in the dark,
if need be. Then he takes everyone's temperature. 'They promised
us a rectal thermometer,' Zitlawi complains, to which Oshri replies
that everyone should keep his perversions to himself. Truth is, the
cold spell that hit Beaufort in the winter of 1998 and led to the
hospitalization of a group of soldiers gave birth to a whole folklore
in the company about rectal virginity. A 'virgin' is someone
who hasn't been rectally penetrated. By a thermometer, that is. I'm
one of them, luckily: after all my years in the field I still haven't
lost my virginity. But Oshri, boy did he lose his. One winter, he
and I were out on an ambush, both still as soldiers, and our
commanding officer passed around an oral thermometer. When it
came to Oshri's turn, the thermometer read 35°C. That got the
medic worried, and he made it clear that the poor fucker had no
choice but to open up his arse for a more accurate check. Those
were the orders, no way around it. Oshri stubbornly refused, claimed
he wasn't capable of removing eight layers of clothing in the freezing
cold. But the officer and the medic insisted. In the end, he gave
in. At first he tried administering it himself, kept at it for a while.
When that didn't work the medic lost patience, grabbed him, spread
his cheeks and shoved it in in one go. If it had been a thin thermometer
– a revolutionary development now found in the kit of
every medic serving in the cold – we would have forgotten about
it a long time ago. But that night, with the thickest rod of glass
you'll find in any medic's kit, that little jerk's screams could be
heard all the way to Damascus. And there we were, surrounding
him, watching him writhe in pain and laughing our heads off.
Oshri likes to tell us how at first it was scary and agonizing but
after a while it was relaxing, addictive, even pleasurable. I can only
think how lucky it is that my boys haven't heard this particular
battle story yet. If they had, they'd never stop winding him up
about it. What's certain is that they wouldn't treat him with respect
or take orders from him.

Twenty-five minutes until we move out. When the packs are
filled, tradition has it that the squad takes advantage of a few spare
minutes for some quick bargaining: 'You got any extra heat packs?
Give me two and you'll get a gummy bear.' 'What, all you've got
is cherry flavour? Here, take grape.' Oshri is always the last one to
get ready leaving it till the squad is lined up to go. They've all got
short-barrel M16s hanging from their shoulders with the new laser
targeters that make it easy to shoot from the hip. 'Let's go,' Oshri
announces. 'Equipment lists.' 'Equipment lists, equipment lists,' they
repeat after him. This means they check each other's flak jackets,
their packs, make sure nothing's been forgotten, and that everything's
been recorded in the log that stays behind, at the outpost.
If we get blown up they'll know in the war room and the storeroom
exactly what is missing, what sensitive equipment could have
fallen into enemy hands. After that each soldier steps on to the
digital scales with all his equipment on his back and his flak jacket
and gun in order to make sure that nobody's over the weight limit,
and the data recorded in a chart. Another chart. Each backpack
weighs anywhere from sixty-five to eighty-five pounds, a soldier's
flak jacket is another forty-five, and when you add surveillance
equipment and extra weaponry – for the snipers, for example –
sometimes a soldier has to carry on a load of 150 pounds on his
back for the entire duration of an ambush. While Oshri is getting
the boys ready, I'm in the briefing room, staring at an aerial photograph,
trying to absorb the details of the operation. You have to
memorize the terrain: at which outcrop I cut to the right, next to
which boulder I head left, where gaps may open up between the
soldiers, where it's safest to make contact with the outpost, when
we can stop for the first time and where exactly each man will
position himself. Amos, the battalion commander, is talking to me
on the red phone, the hotline from the war room back in Israel.
'Don't panic, but tonight you're coming under fire,' he says, dropping
his bomb.

'What does that mean, Amos?'

'Don't ask me, I have no idea. We have intelligence that
Hezbollah are on their way. I don't know when, I don't know how
many of them, but it looks like you'll finally get to meet the terrorist
cell that's been operating in the area recently.'

'How can you tell me this a minute before we move out?' I ask.
And without detailed information?'

'Focus, Erez. Once you're out there you've got to remember we're
here for our country. Everything you've gone through up to now
has been preparation for this moment. So the time has come for
you to do your best and show us what you boys are made of. Good
luck.'

Where the fuck was he pulling these cliches from? Battalion
commanders don't talk like that. Not during operations, anyway,
maybe at funerals. While I'm still trying to make sense of what
he's said, Oshri walks in. I cast around looking for the right words
to tell him tonight's the night, but he beats me to it. 'I don't think
we should go out tonight,' he says, which is unlike him, and surprises
me. 'The moon's ninety-eight per cent full, it's too dangerous. Like
daylight. They'll see us all the way to Beirut.' I chuckle. If our own
General Spineless, little Furman, is finally sending us on a mission,
who are we to refuse? Trust me, there's no danger at all. 'Come
on, mate,' I say, 'we're already ten minutes behind schedule, let's
give them a rousing commanding officer's speech and get the hell
out of here.' Oshri stands there for a few long seconds, looking at
me while I stare back at him. I put my hands around his neck and
say, 'What's wrong, little girl? Are you afraid?' 'I'm not afraid,' he
answers, and I can see he realizes it's too late to back down now,
there's no way out. I open the door and push him out. 'Let me
paint your face so we can get going before you start falling apart
in here,' I say. In the courtyard Emilio has pulled out a video
camera. 'Come on,' he says, 'show Mummy what nice warm clothes
you're wearing, make her happy.' 'Too bad, sweetheart, filming us
like that before an ambush. You're not giving us much of a chance,'
Zitlawi tells him. He tries to block the lens with his large paws.
'We're fried now, anyone you filmed is toast. It'll be all over the
papers tomorrow.' But River steps in. 'Cut out all that superstitious
crap,' he shouts, furious. 'We'll head out, knock off a couple of
terrorists with pleasure, confirm they're dead, and drink Champagne
for dessert. It'll be great.' Bayliss joins in, 'God willing' he says,
sounding old-fashioned, 'everything will be fine.'

Now it's time to get their adrenaline pumping, scare some life
into them. And how do you get soldiers worked up? By putting
the pressure on, spooking them, that's the tactic. In most cases, a
man in a state of panic is a man who reacts faster, so there's nothing
for it but to mess with their minds a little. Oshri and I join them
outside, where a mug of coffee is waiting for us, according to procedure.
When the air is swimming with tension and your stomach's
filled with butterflies, you need no less than five-and-a-half spoonfuls
of Turkish coffee mixed with a single spoonful of sugar. The
coffee we drank that night was the bitterest I've ever tasted in my
life. Everyone fell silent as I started to speak. 'Boys, it's going to
happen. Tonight we'll come under fire. This time it's for real, not
just a hunch of mine, not a prediction based on intelligence we've
received, but a definite encounter. And if that isn't enough,
Hezbollah isn't our only enemy in this ambush but also the complete,
ball-busting cold waiting for us out there. You boys know the job,
you're familiar with the procedure, make sure you follow the rules
when we march, don't pull any sharp moves, flow with the landscape.
We're going to be walking slowly, in complete silence. Your
night-vision equipment stays on at all times. Does everyone
remember the shelters we set up in case of emergency? Emilio,
have you got the hydrogen balloon catheters in your left pocket?
OK. Once we're in place we take turns on guard duty. If someone
spots suspicious figures, the kind walking in columns with large
packs on their backs, you whisper 'Sighted' and then we wait until
they're within shooting range, we count four, three, two, one, fire
just as we've done in training. If someone's hit he'll feel a sudden
strong gushing through his body. Don't panic. Shout 'I've been hit!',
then wait patiently. Tonight you're not only holding your own life
in your hands but those of another seventy soldiers at Beaufort
and, no less important, the prestige of the entire company. I'm
counting on you.'

They paint each other's faces, squeezing two thick lines of black
and green from tubes of camouflage paint. Your skin itches like
mad and you break out afterwards. You start at the neck, and then
spread it around in circles. They try to make sure there's not a
single spot of shiny white skin that will expose them to a Shi'ite
sniper. Emilio! You're shining! What's this pathetic cover-up of
yours? Are we going on an ambush in Sweden? Squeeze that tube,
get some paint on you! Just before we cock our weapons and slip
out the gate I tell them they've got six minutes, time for a last
cigarette – that's part of the procedure. They light whatever there
is as long as it's not 'Light.' (No one would dare bring 'light' cigarettes
to Beaufort.) The last fag ceremony is a hangover from the
glory days, back when the IDF had the upper hand, when the
festive tradition before every ambush was a group shower with wild
music, lots of slapping under the water, shouting in unison 'Piss
towards the drains!' followed by that last cigarette. In those days,
Beaufort soldiers left for an ambush with big hair and a wellcombed
forelock, a look that would go down well in a Tel Aviv
nightclub. It's only in the last few years that everyone here has
started to look dusty and grey.

Now it's time for a few laughs, pre-ambush laughs. I am friendlier
towards the boys than usual, trying ease the tension a little, let
them joke about me, call me 'midget'. 'Do you still wear boys' sizes?'
they tease. 'You look like a child inside that storm suit.'

'Yeah, I'm a midget with spiky hair,' I answer. 'That's why they
say I look like a fashion model.' They relax a bit, start punching
each other. Then the moment arrives. 'OK, girls, we've got to move
out,' Oshri announces. They raise their guns. 'Three, two, one, cock
your weapons!' They ready their guns in one single, co-ordinated
action so that anyone listening in from outside the outpost can't
count how many of us there are. 'Iron numbers, count off,' he says
in a whisper. One, two, three, up to fifteen. I'm number fifteen.

We're off.

It's freezing and raining, but I am so hot. My foot sinks into
stinking mud – disgusting black mud, Lebanese mud – and I struggle
to lift it out, again and again. I'm sticky all over. And my equipment
is dragging me down. The point we're heading for is only
about 650 feet outside the gate but it's hidden from the outpost
by a bend in the road and you can't see it from the guard posts up
above. Our mission: a patrol, an overnight ambush. The goals: to
repel terrorist attacks, prevent Hezbollah from approaching the
outpost, foil attempts at placing explosives in our sector, lie in wait
for the enemy at a place he's not expecting us. The short march
takes forty minutes when you're trying to make your way along an
overgrown path that may be littered with explosives. Your movements
are delicate and gentle, the kind that are indiscernible from
a distance. If someone slips and falls he'll not only split his head
open or break his arm; he'll expose us all. I march at the front with
Zitlawi at my side carrying an IMI Negev light machine-gun, the
rest of the boys following. We're a long, silent column, twenty yards
separating one man from the next, and we stop each time we see
something suspicious, then we kneel (in order to lower our shadows)
and look around before continuing. Everything is hushed. Peaceful
and tense. We're moving along smoothly, at a good pace. I approach
the target spot, signal to everyone to stop, and check for the enemy
with my night-vision equipment. I move forward with only Zitlawi
and his Negev and make a thorough sweep before everyone else
joins us. We've set up ambushes here in the past so there's a chance
the spot's been discovered and booby-trapped. Maybe somebody's
lying there in the bushes, about to pop up and pump a round of
ammunition into us. If we draw fire at least the whole squad won't
be mowed down. The others take cover at a distance. At each
ambush you're careful not to trample the undergrowth so next time
you can check if it's been disturbed, if an unwanted guest has paid
a visit. I check to see if the access paths to the spot have been
exposed, if someone has cut back branches or made a way through
from another direction. I check the earth – maybe it's been dug
up – taking mental pictures of every stone. I move ahead on my
own. Is there anything suspicious? This goes on for a fifteen minutes,
same of the scariest goddamned moments of my life, and I think
to myself, Shit, just don't let anything explode now, because I feel
completely alone, I miss the sound of my soldiers' breathing. Those
fourteen boys won't let you die, I whisper to myself, there's no
chance they're going to let you die, and if you don't believe that
then what have you got in life? If I get killed it'll be alone, at a
moment like this, so better the bomb should blow up in another
ten minutes when River's with me. He'll revive me.

When I'm sure that everything's OK I signal behind me with
my hands like a bird. That's how they know the coast is clear, they
can approach. And they do, with blind faith. They live under the
illusion that I would never lead them into a place where they'd get
blown up. I'm surprised by the way they follow me without asking
any questions. They're such children, true innocents, they don't
understand that I'm their age, just a year older, that's all. I get told
off by my mother, ask my father to borrow the car, I'm just a little
more experienced than these boys but not much. Now, they form
a banana-shaped line and begin to observe Wadi Zirin and the
road that leads to Beaufort. Congratulations, we're in, we've made
it. Now all we have to do is wait for the enemy to arrive.

'The Silence' is what we call the first ten minutes of an ambush,
during which no one dares cough, breathe, scratch or even think.

Even the equipment stays on the soldiers during The Silence.

Dropped your weapon? Leave it there, don't pick it up, whatever
you do, don't make any more noise. If a terrorist is hiding out in
your spot, let him be the first to make a noise; let him make an
incautious movement that will expose him. These are the most
critical moments of them all. Sometimes, because of a gut feeling,
The Silence stretches to twenty minutes; this time I drag it out to
thirty. I want to be absolutely certain there's no one here. And then
I whisper, 'Basic manoeuvres,' which they pass on from one to the
other: 'Basic manoeuvres, basic manoeuvres.' This means they
remove their helmets, placing them carefully on their backs. They
rearrange their packs, lie mattresses on the ground and, if thirsty,
they put the tube that runs from their canteens into their mouths.
Spitzer and Koka attach missile launchers to their weapons. Zitlawi
adds ammunition to his Negev machine-gun. Bayliss loads a bullet
into his M24 sniper rifle and locks the bolt, giving him five bullets
in the magazine and one in the chamber. Emilio is responsible for
the surveillance equipment we use while on the move, which he
now places in his pack, taking out a thermal imaging system, a
small screen on a tripod that enables surveillance at a distance of
two to three miles. Since he is weaponless he remains near me.
For night vision we use the Aquila weapon sight, which magnifies
everything to three times larger than actual size, and a device we
call the 'one-eyed rabbit.' I am at the centre of the banana, my gun
at my shoulder. Oshri has his back to me facing the less exposed
side. Zion is in charge of the boys to my left, Eldad of the boys
to my right. Boaz is the signaller, Tom the sniper, River the medic,
of course, Itamar and Pinchuk the lookouts along with Barnoy,
watching behind us and to the sides. Now it's OK to talk, preferable
even, so they don't fall asleep on me. When you think someone
is drifting off, the procedure is to pinch him, slap him, punch him
even. Jab him with an elbow, a blow to the head, whatever it takes
to keep the boy awake. As a squad commander I dish out blows
liberally, of course, really smack them around. And then I say, innocently,
'Oh, sorry, I thought you were sleeping.' They actually like
it. I hear someone whisper' Vicky' in the background. They're talking
about my sister again. 'There's no way you guys would actually dare
. . .' I say, to which River responds in a low voice, 'No, no she's no
one you know. He's talking about some whore.' Everyone laughs.
They know I can't get up now and take him on. So I go along
with it, for their sake, to entertain them. That's how it is: when
you're out there the most difficult task of all is keeping occupied.
During the first few hours you talk, just chat. Zion tells us about
how it's uncomfortable for him to screw Eldad's sister when Eldad's
asleep in the next room. He stayed at the family home once and
he and Eldad's sister clicked and they've been a couple ever since.
And so there's Eldad, inside a bush in the middle of Lebanon,
listening to stories about someone fucking his sister in great detail,
how his friend hammers her, fucks her in the arse even – and there's
nothing he can do about it. What could he do, punch the bloke?
He whispers, 'Zion, enough.' Zion says, 'What? Your sister's really
great. I want everyone to know. Come on, let me tell Zitlawi.' The
boys are listening, chuckling quietly. No one has to act grown up
out here, we're all made of the same stuff. When we've finished
talking about screwing, the conversation turns to plans for the
future. After all, this guerilla camp will come to an end one day.
On the face of it we're really, really close – until we start talking
about life outside the army and then it's clear that we are such
different people that it's not to be believed. Then, in the middle
of the night, things get really surreal. I tell them about this friend
of mine from one of the West Bank settlements who used to fantasize
about making the Arabs disappear. Neatly, simply. Just get his
hands on them and make them go away. This was his dream. He
would get carried away describing it in lurid detail, exactly how
he'd carry it out, trying to convince the boys in our squad it was
a feasible plan, easy even. Stop some Arab in the street, get him
into the car, bury him somewhere and leave no trace. Once he told
me about a friend from the same settlement who thinks the same
way he does, who was prepared to do it with him, to go all the
way. I said, 'Jesus, you are one stupid fuck. Pass the gummy bears,
will you? All this talk of yours is wasting good eating time.' After
that there was quiet and we ate rolls with hummus and pastrami.
I wonder if he ever carried out his fantasy.

We are supposed to stay here until thirty minutes before sunrise.
We have to complete the trek back to the outpost while the sky
is still dark; if we fuck it up and it starts getting light we'll be
forced to stay here for an entire day, and that is truly fucked. I call
over to Oshri in the coded slang we've established as a way of
referring to what's around us. So, for example, the goat path on
the horizon that looks like the Hebrew letter lamed we call 'Lila',
which naturally leads to all kinds of digressions: 'When are we
going to open Lila up, man?' I recommended to Furman that we
bring in reinforcements and push that baby wide open, go all the
way, but he says she's not ready yet, too dry.' Those are the kinds
of things that fly around in an ambush. And so, while I'm pretending
to be engrossed in studying the code map which is dangling by a
piece of string from my backpack, they're slagging off Emilio's
grandmother, and saying that River is allergic to condoms, that he
starts sneezing like crazy every time he . . . and how religious blokes
fuck like rabbits and how our own apostate rabbi, Bayliss, has the
most gorgeous little sister. These boys are mad about religious girls.
Zitlawi wants to know why Spitzer hasn't introduced his Russian
girlfriend to them, and how it is that Spitzer got fixed up with a
Russian, of all people, because Russian girls like the sleazy men,
the arseholes, and the arseholes like Russian girls and Spitzer's a
good little white boy, as good and white as they come. Is it possible
that he's embarrassed by her? The squad needs to know.

'Is she a bliad Russian, mate?' Zitlawi asks.

Spitzer has no idea what Zitlawi means by a 'bliad Russian'.
'You know,' Zitlawi persists, 'a bliad Russian, the kind with a heavy
accent, like those Russian men who get pissed on vodka and then
bliad becomes every other word that comes out of their mouths.
Don't take it hard, mate, those girls have their good points: they
moan like hell and they take you ballroom dancing.' The thirsty
audience laps up every word of it. 'It's like the blacks in America,'
Zitlawi continues, just like the ones in the movies who can't stop
saying "you know" all the time. Or the arseholes right here in Israel
who keep saying "k'ilu" even when they don't mean "like". How
could you not know any bliad Russians? Of course you do. But
between you and me,' Zitlawi tells Spitzer, 'why not go for some
upper class Russian chick from the north side of Moscow?'

'No,' Spitzer answers, 'she's not a bliad Russian.' His puppy eyes
register hurt.

Aw, come off it,' Zitlawi whispers, 'you're just a jerk, getting all
emotional. I should take a plastic hammer to your brain. I was just
asking, as a friend. Why do you take me seriously?' And he throws
a stone at him.

'I answered you,' Spitzer says. 'She's not a bliad Russian and
she's not keen on sleazy men.' He tells us she wants to meet the
squad after all the stories she's heard, she's fascinated by Beaufort,
but he's not willing to take the risk. The boys could cost him his
relationship. 'She's sensitive,' he explains. 'She came to Israel on
her own, think about what kind of courage that takes. She's a volunteer
at Kibbutz Kinneret, works in the fields. She talks about
studying medicine and I have no doubt she'll do it.' Zitlawi is busy
downing a chocolate bar, and still trying to figure out why Russian
girls like swarthy men, because it's common knowledge that
Moroccans have little pricks. Iraqis have big ones, he says, but the
Moroccans – tiny. But shapely. Tiny but shapely. Now he's on a
roll, and even though someone says, 'Damn, the remote's not
working,' as if they're trying to turn the TV off, which is like saying,
'Time for a commercial break, which is like saying, 'Enough,' or
'Shut your mouth,' or 'Change the subject.' But he is oblivious to
them.

I stifle a smile, while Oshri, as usual, is in shock. He's always
in shock when we're out in the field, and the conversation takes
a turn for the surreal. He brings his face close, intending, like
usual, to whisper in my ear, but this time I beat him to it. 'Aren't
you going to miss all this shit?' I ask him quietly, but Zitlawi overhears
me, and demands to know to where the honourable sergeant
will be making his escape. 'Ladies,' Oshri announces, 'in the near
future you will find me sprawled drunk and stoned on some nudist
beach in South America.' Suddenly there is a dull sound from far
off, a kind of a pop, really strong. It's a missile being fired. 'Helmets
on!' I shout, making it clear that the fun is over. They're startled
and drop their food on the ground. A few seconds later there are
two gigantic explosions about a hundred yards away from us, each
a huge flash and then a mushroom cloud. Now it's OK to shout
because we're exposed. We're under fire. I call into the radio:
'Cheetah, this is One. Squad under attack.' I shout, 'Provide cover!'
hoping that the outpost will dispatch tanks and artillery quickly
to the source of the fire, that they'll launch combat helicopters
and anything else they've got. Now there are more and more explosions,
it doesn't let up. Pits open up around us, craters, there are
fires burning in every direction, I see red – one minute light, one
minute dark. They seem to be firing from the village of Mazraat
Al-Hamra, from below the abandoned farm there, about four or
five miles away. These are rockets, not mortar shells. They are
falling very close to each other so you can't escape them. Not far
from where we are, near the bend in the access road up to Beaufort,
there are some huge slabs of concrete we call dabeshim, which we
can shelter behind. I shout, 'Retreat!' to get us out of there. 'My
crew in twos!' I holler, and they are supposed to get to safety in
small groups not too close to each other. I run first, then they
follow, three pairs in all. Then Oshri shouts, 'Forget crews, everyone
run now!' and the rest of them charge, all in a group. Oshri remains
there for another twenty seconds or so, checking that no sensitive
equipment has been left behind. I reach the dabeshim. Two huge
explosions shake the earth, cracking it open. I've never heard
anything so loud, or seen so blinding a light. A ton of mud flies
at me, covers me. Twenty yards away a fire is raging. During a
split second of silence between explosions I hear the siren up at
the outpost, which means they're getting into their flak jackets
and helmets and cocking their weapons and loading stretchers and
pretty soon a team will be on their way to pull us out of this.
After all, they can see what's happening on the surveillance equipment.
But eight of my squad haven't reached me yet, goddamn it,
I can't even see them. Oshri and the boys, where are they? Another
explosion. It's right on top of them, for sure, and here I am, helpless,
telling myself they may all be dead. I'm already picturing it,
that's it, it's all over, I'm going to be picking up eight dead bodies.
What did we do in our training exercises? Should we wait for the
bombing to stop? Should I run over there now, dodging the bombs
and hoping my luck holds out? I start racing through their names
like I'm taking stock – who's over there, who isn't, maybe they're
wounded, writhing in pain. And Oshri! Shit. Oshri. I love that
boy so much, I've got to run back there right now, fuck the training
exercises. The air is thick with smoke. I don't know how long –
maybe seconds, maybe minutes, maybe longer – I'm alone, a little
boy's thoughts filling my mind, just waiting for something to
happen, something to keep me busy. The waiting is killing me.
And then I hear this long shriek and I can see them running for
their lives, and they are alive, emerging from the wall of smoke.
'Lie down behind the concrete!' I shout. 'Hang on tight to each
other!' The boys lie down close together, burrowing down, their
hands cupped over their ears. Oshri and I lie down too, on top
of them, crosswise, on their heads. They're shaking, God, how
they're shaking. 'Everyone here?' I ask. They're not even capable
of talking, they're paralyzed. 'Snap out of it!' I yell. But they're
silent. Then suddenly everything is quiet, except for the sound
of the bonfires all around us, and our own heavy breathing. The
silence grows and grows, even the radio isn't chirping, and all
around the night returns and we can feel the icy air cooling the
sweat on our faces. We are tense. No one talks. Silence. Then
suddenly the silence ends, all at once. Another huge barrage of
Katyusha rockets, and I mean huge. They're falling ten yards away
from us. I hear them whistling and say to myself, that's it, what
are the chances of them not falling on us this time, finishing us
off? BOOM! BOOM! BOOM! They're getting closer, they're falling
on the bend in the road. I can't breathe, can't do anything but lie
there and hope to God we don't get hit. Between explosions I
hear the boys screaming from behind the dabeshim, their voices
ragged. 'Let's get out of here now!' I see River and Oshri hanging
on to each other, hiding inside each other, River trying to dig
himself right into the ground. Even if he manages to cover himself
in dirt it won't help if a shell falls on him. I call request after
request into the radio for them to provide cover, but nothing
happens. There's no one on the other end. The explosions are
now suddenly behind us as well, at our backs. I take a gamble
and shout to everyone to move to the other side of the dabeshim.
The rockets keep on falling, four at each launch. Amos is suddenly
talking to me on the secure radio. 'Everything OK, One?' he asks.
Before I can answer there are four more explosions. The dabeshim
have taken a direct hit and half the wall breaks off and falls right
above us, smashing my secure radio, breaking the antenna. Our
connection is cut off. We've still got the open radio line but if
we use it Hezbollah will be listening in. If we say 'Squad under
fire' they'll understand they are firing exactly in the right spot
and they won't stop until we're dust.

Oshri says, 'Let's evacuate to the outpost.' I say, 'No.' He argues
with me, gets hysterical. 'You're wrong!' He's never questioned
my authority before. 'We've got to get out of here,' he screams.
'We're dead if we don't get out now!' I'm considering it, and if
so, where to. Back to the outpost, or is it better to run down to
the home of the collaborator a quarter of a mile below us? The
path leading there seems less exposed, fewer rockets have fallen
there. In the end, I give in. 'Get on the open radio and have them
send a Nakpadon.' A Nakpadon is a huge Israeli-made tank that's
perfect for rescue missions because it has no turret every part of
it closes inward, nothing's exposed to attack. 'Cheetah, this is
Deputy One,' Oshri shouts into the radio. 'Requesting a Nakpadon
for evacuation.'

'Deputy One, this is Cheetah,' Furman answers. 'Good to hear
you! Give us a report.'

'Requesting a Nakpadon for evacuation,' Oshri answers, insistent.

'Negative. That's negative.'

Oshri and I look at one another. Negative? What is that motherfucker
talking about? Negative? Do they have any idea what our
situation is? 'Deputy to Cheetah, Number One is next to me, asks
me to relay request for immediate evacuation.'

'There's no way to send anything out to you right now. Hold
tight.'

'Too dangerous, Cheetah,' Oshri pleads.

'Get off the radio, Deputy. You'll have to manage without it for
a while.'

Oshri takes it in, gives up. Through the smoke that separates
us I try – unsuccessfully – to see if he's in shock or wounded, what
exactly is going on with him. Maybe he's simply afraid. The rockets
are still falling, minutes are passing – who knows how many? –
and Furman asks again for a report. 'Everything in order, Deputy
One?' Oshri doesn't answer. 'Is everything in order, Deputy One?'

Answer them calmly,' I tell him. 'Say everything's in order.'

'I can't,' he says.

'Is everything in order, Deputy One?' they ask again from the
war room.

I shout, 'Oshri, tell them that everything's OK, now, and that
we're back from the line of fire. Hezbollah's listening in on this,
damn it, tell them we're no longer under fire!'

His hands shaking, he answers. 'Roger, affirmative, everything
in order. We're out of the line of fire.'

After thirty seconds or so we can feel the missiles gradually
moving away from us towards the outpost. Maybe the terrorists
have come to the conclusion that they're firing in the wrong place.
My soldiers' weapons are still shaking, they're banging against
the rocks. 'What, you're not going to get scared on me, are you?'
I ask Zitlawi, who's underneath me. 'Don't get emotional now.' I
only want them to move, I think, to laugh. I've got to find a way
to keep them busy in the meantime. The situation is getting
worse.

Just then, when it seems it's all over, the radio crackles with a
cry from the war room: 'Enemy approaching White!'Which means
a Hezbollah terrorist cell is approaching on foot, trying to infiltrate
the guard post on the northern side of Beaufort. Suddenly it
becomes clear that the rocket fire was intended to draw our attention
away while a cell crept in. The soldiers at the outpost open
fire with shells and anti-tank missiles and machine-guns. It's called
Firebox, when all the guard posts fire in every direction without
discretion, surrounding the mountain with a deadly ring. The only
place they're not firing is at us, behind the dabeshim. Again, long,
terrifying minutes pass. I'm lying under concrete with fourteen
people in the middle of nowhere and no one is communicating
with me and I have no idea what's happening. There's an inferno
all around us, tanks are firing non-stop, rocket tails and flares are
slicing through the skies over our heads, it's clear something
dangerous is going down. Oshri is holding River's head, forcing
him to lift his gaze and watch the glowing rockets, it's Independence
Day up in the sky. But he insists on sticking to the earth. Emilio
asks if the outpost is in danger, Zitlawi wonders if they've forgotten
about us, and we simply wait.

Long months will pass before River writes the following lines about
that night (I read them years later, which is to say only recently):
'Lying there, I was most of all curious. Curious to know whether
I would get out alive or not, if I'd survive, if the next bomb would
blow off my leg or my whole body, if shrapnel would pierce my
hand or crush me completely. Curious to know if it would hurt.
The tension kills you in these situations, gets into your blood. It's
the uncertainty. As far as I'm concerned, let it happen now, whatever
it is, just so I know what it's going to be. That's what I was
thinking. At those moments you don't think about home, or your
parents, you only think about whether you're going to live or not
and you pray that something you've been trained to handle will
happen, that a terrorist will come along, that fighting will begin,
because you have no tools to cope with the present situation. You
pray to God, to Allah, even to Mohammed or Jesus, or all of them
together, because there's no way of describing how scary it is when
everything closes in around you, making your heart pound at a rate
of four hundred beats to the minute and there's nowhere to run.
That night, for the first time, I felt death. I heard the bombs
whistling close by, and the rockets, and I watched them up there,
saw them explode near me and I told myself as far as I'm concerned,
it's all over for me. Fear, they try to reassure you, is just part of the
preparation; when you set out on your mission it fades. When they
open fire on you it disappears completely. Well, it turns out that
isn't quite true. Try to imagine your very first bungee jump, multiply
that by a hundred or a thousand, then cut the rope and you'll begin
to know the feeling.

'As for me, ever since that ambush I don't feel good at night.
Even today in fact, I don't like nighttime. Because after that experience
my heart skipped a beat when night fell at the outpost. My
eyes would hunt for flashes and launches. I'd close them and see
explosions. Even today sometimes, especially when I'm outside the
city, I suddenly get hit by the smell of the night at the bend in
the road below Beaufort and the pounding of my heart reminds
me what I felt like back then. I become tense and less sure of
myself. But those were also the moments of our first memories
together, the black humour, the pride. And sometimes, when it's
really quiet and someone asks, "You boys remember the rockets?"
we all answer, "Shit yes, do we ever," because on that night, for the
first time, I understood where I was. We would never again ask
where that war was that everyone was talking about.'

That's what River wrote.

It was the first time we lay together under fire. Three terrorists
were killed that night outside the outpost, and it was only after
they were hit that things started to quiet down a little. Furman
came on the radio. 'Start to evacuate,' he ordered. 'Back to the
outpost in pairs,' I called out, and we all began to run up the steep
slope pulling one another along. We were our own rescue team. In
the video footage of our arrival, which is in the Lebanon War
Archives in the army base at Elyakim, you see us, pale, each one
of us whiter than the next, coming in with glazed looks on our
faces and collapsing. We didn't even disarm our weapons. As we
entered, everyone stood around clapping wildly. They told us they
were certain for a while that we were all dead. Finished. From the
surveillance cameras in the war room they'd seen the heavy clouds
of smoke over our heads. In the footage, you can hear Furman
saying, 'Prepare eight stretchers, we've got eight "poppies."' Eight
bodies. They say there was crying in the halls.

In the middle of all the madness and joy I tried to count my
soldiers, face by face, to make sure everyone had made it back. But
it was impossible. They were mixed in with groups of soldiers, all
hugging. That's the way it is: after the pressure the tears flow even
though you're not exactly crying, and you kiss everything that moves.
I held Oshri in my arms and wouldn't let go. I kept thinking how
good it was to have him with me. Then Furman showed up. 'That's
the last time in your life,' he whispered, 'that you give your soldiers
an order to improve their positions en masse. You do it in pairs or
by crew. Were you sleeping when they taught you that at the officers'
academy? You were crowded together, Erez, one rocket
would've taken out the whole bunch of you.' What? A few seconds
passed before I was able to respond. 'What are you talking about?'
I asked. 'What crews? The bombs were dropping right on our position.
If the eight men who got out of there last hadn't run out
together, they'd be dead right now.' Furman ignored my answer,
turned his back on me and started to walk away. 'Why didn't you
evacuate us?' I shouted after him. But he kept walking, getting
further away. 'You were sure I had eight poppies, that's why you
didn't come to get us!' I hollered. That made him stop. He asked
me to see him in his office.

'Screw the office, you tell me why you didn't come to rescue us.
What the hell were you people thinking?'

'It wasn't the right thing to do tactically. It would have caused
more casualties.'

I felt a volcano rising inside me, boiling and bubbling, which
in another second was going to erupt. I could almost have pointed
my gun at him, right there in front of all the men at the outpost,
who were watching us, stunned. I tried biting my lips but it didn't
work. 'Do you get it?' I asked him. 'Do you get what you did? You
sent us out there without knowing if you'd be able to rescue us, if
you had the balls to do it! Isn't the safety of the men our highest
principle, our supreme goal? Bringing your soldiers back, wounded,
at any price? Do you have any idea what kind of hits we were
taking out there?' He didn't say a word. His face was red but he
stood there like he didn't care, which made me even angrier. And
why did you send us out in ninety-eight per cent moonlight?' I
continued. 'Hezbollah could've seen us with a plain old pair of
binoculars.'

'Erez, what's important now is that your soldiers are scared
shitless. You're taking them out there again tonight to rip that fear
out of them. Get yourselves organized.'

'Definitely not. No. Not a chance we're going out there now'

'Yes, you are. And I don't want any arguments about it.'

I pushed him backwards, against a wall. Everyone held their
breath. I shouted that he'd better forget the idea, that I wasn't
taking them back out there. If he wanted to he could send another
squad. 'Is that the way you're going to be?' he said in a cold and
mocking tone. 'You want to go back to being a private? What are
you, a new recruit who thinks he can get whatever he wants? No
problem, go ahead and refuse to follow an order. Don't go out. I'll
go out in your place. With your squad.'

'How can you talk to me like that, Furman? Moments ago I
was nearly killed. You people forget where you are.'

'So what do you want?'

'For my soldiers not to go out tonight.'

We didn't go out that night. Furman consulted with the powers
that be back in Israel and decided to leave us alone, which I knew
would cost me buckets of sweat in the near future. I went to the
public phone and dialled. Lila didn't answer. 'Hi, where are you?
You're probably sleeping, so I won't disturb you. I just wanted to
tell you that I'm fine, because you might hear something on the
radio. Things got a little wild up here. But don't worry. I'll try to
catch you again soon.'

Sometime before daybreak the squad met in the dining room
and sat around a table filled with treats, the fantastic meal that
awaits fighters after every return from an ambush or operation.
Little cartons of banana milkshake, biscuits and pastries, schnitzel
and French fries, exactly in that order. It's called an 'operational
spread'. I wasn't there. I sat thinking alone in the briefing room,
trying to recall it all, and asking myself whether I'd passed the test,
if I'd been brave enough, if I'd been a disappointment. Zitlawi came
to find me. 'You coming for coffee in the security room?' he asked.
My soldiers had never asked me to join them for coffee before.
Now they were sitting next to me, talking with me; suddenly there
was a kind of a click between us, something that said, 'We've
accepted you, brother, you're one of us. OK, it'll take a little while
to get used to this, but you're one of us.' A lot of things changed
after the night of that ambush. Even me. Until that night I couldn't
give a fuck if, let's say, Zion's girl was cheating on him. Now it
mattered a lot, because I cared about him. I depended on him and
he depended on me. I knew I'd been shitty with them, and they
hated me for it. Now everything had shifted, priorities and all that.
'No, thanks, some other time,' I told Zitlawi that night. 'There's
something I have to do.' I was a little embarrassed, ashamed, but
the only thing that would calm me down was some solo time with
Oshri. We lay on our beds not saying anything. I thought, What
exactly am I supposed to be feeling right now? Relief? Maybe fear?
Maybe it should be hitting me how close we'd come? Or that I
should love them more than I already do? Could it be that apart
from anger, plain old anger, I'm not feeling anything? Maybe because
I was so confused. 'They were shaking,' I told Oshri. 'Shaking and
quivering. I don't want to think what would have been if we'd had
to go on the offensive out there, engage in hand-to-hand combat.'

'What, and you and I weren't shaking?' Oshri asked.

I didn't answer. He hesitated for a moment, then said he was
certain the squad would have been fine in combat, it was the feeling
of helplessness and the indecision and the lack of opportunity to
react that had affected their courage. Lying there in the foetal position
in the dirt, no enemy in sight, no way of putting a face to
him – that was the problem. We'd been taught to fight, hadn't we?
If there'd been anyone to attack they would have charged with us,
every last man. 'How can you be so sure?' I asked. 'I don't know,'
he responded. 'I can sense it.'

So much research has been done, by the IDF and other armies,
in an attempt at unravelling that mystery: What is it that makes
a man rise up and charge? What causes him to stand exposed and
face the fire rather than remain behind a rock, protected and
comfortable? It's so involuntary, so illogical, so unnatural. Our
survival instinct is supposed to be stronger than anything, right?
And still we rise up, when the time comes, we switch on the
autopilot without thinking about it, we take the chance and we
charge, risking everything. Studies show that friendship is the
driving force, along with social pressure. Yes, the fear of being
humiliated before your friends is bigger than the fear of death.
'These people and this country,' I would chant whenever I was
asked why. I've always known I would be the first to charge. But
maybe I just love action.

We stopped talking, fell silent. 'I'm sorry,' Oshri said suddenly.
I should have answered, What, are you mad? and then leaned over
his bed, held his hand, stroked his face and said, My friend, you
are a loser. What's there to be sorry about? You were a god out
there, brother, you saved their lives. What? The argument? Forget
about it, it's all bullshit, you need to argue with me in those situations.
The truth is, you were right. But I said nothing. I thought
I saw him gazing at his countdown chart, but I said nothing. That
seemed best.
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Days passed. Storms of mortar shells fell on Beaufort at night. We
called it 'purple rain'. It was a kind of concert that started with the
loudspeakers suddenly announcing, 'Launch! Launch!' and then
there'd be a second or two of silent tension, sometimes three, when
we'd all freeze in place and wait. And then a terrifying, shattering
explosion. Two, sometimes. The earth would shake, things moved
around in the room. The loudspeaker announced, 'Hit! Hit!' and
then there'd be another 'Launch! Launch!' and another salvo. More
explosions. Launches and explosions. Sometimes it lasted for long
minutes, dozens of thundering booms one after another, and then
the noise of hits. The more time passed, the more the warnings
would begin to sound drowsy, jaded and serene, like the beat of a
soundtrack. The floor would vibrate, the walls would groan, but
inside the outpost we remained calm, particularly when the attacks
began. These were little breaks from everyday life, when our daily
routine – maintenance jobs, running around, arguments – would
stop, and we would grab an easy chair or, whenever possible, throw
ourselves on our beds, shut our eyes, and listen to the sound, thriving
on it, enjoying it. BOOM! BOOM! BOOM! Shattered slabs of
concrete rained down in every direction. Antennae were smashed,
the reservoirs took direct hits and sprayed water everywhere, turning
the parking area into a sea of mud. Those who did continue doing
chores slackened their pace, keeping time with the rhythm of the
explosions and even adding their own musical accompaniment. The
symphony of our routine, which was composed there, plays in my
head to this very day. Spitzer pounding bread rolls with a meat
hammer before an ambush, rolling them out to the thickness of a
broom handle, squishing them one after the other, his own assembly
line. Chili ladling dollops of soft cheese on to creamed potatoes,
keeping time, too, as he added fried onions to each one. boom!
boom! Hit! hit! Bayliss scrubbing his face in a circular motion
with a rag and laundry detergent, no running water to be had,
trying to remove the last of the camouflage paint. Launch! Launch!
to the strains of the music from The Lion King, which we loved to
watch, as it jerked and skipped on the fuzzy screen of a small TV.
And those corny Israeli films we could watch over and over again.
And horror movies and trips to outer space and Bruce Willis
storming terrorists who'd taken over a building; we lay there reciting
every line again and again. BOOM! BOOM! And the chirping
of the radios and the bobbin whirring on the sewing machine, and
the sipping of tea, and the stirring of coffee and a quick round of
dramatic pounding on the darbuka drums, boom! While Dave from
the war room, who wants us to believe he's a celebrity hair stylist,
shaves everyone's heads with the electric razor. And the boys making
phone calls home. And Chili calling us to dinner: 'Come and get
it, soldiers! Come and get it, Vets!' – as he bangs a metal spoon
on a large pot. And the footsteps in the halls, and the flag fluttering
high above the fortress. It's keeping time too, with the wind.
Launch, launch, hit, hit. And the morning prayer service of a
quorum of men at sunrise, boom! Everything keeps time. It was
during the times of silence, when we weren't under a rain of rockets,
that I would tense up.
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